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[From a notes/remarks file] 


mickey as fine painter 


some picture make you cry, other one you think till fuckin head 
hurt. 


Sarge-Jack c brushes given to friend 
she picked up torch 


1 Hunger for Fury. The 1% Gulf War. 


"Do you have any idea why you're here?" She asked as if the 
question applied to his entire life. 

"Dr. Willis wanted us to chat," Doc recovered. 

She moved slightly, the black dress revealing some hints of 
salt-colored stitching. 

"You're a psychiatrist. I don't need you.” She stared at 
the window, green from the brushing foliage outside. “I know why 
I'm depressed." 

"Why is that, may I ask?" 

"Because I'm a ninety year old black Quaker Lady who has 
endured extraordinary stupidity, and now that I'm about to die 
we have won! Won! Some silly miniature war where young men got 
plowed with bulldozers, and others exploded by smart bombs. 

“Smart bombs! And these, of course, are young men who do 
not look like ours. The repeated fad, murdering those unlike 


you. Once, the victims were my ancestors. Very American. I 


believe we invented the Gulag to benefit our Japanese citizens, 
also. 

“You’re making a mental note, aren’t you, Doctor? Shows interest 
In politics.” 

“Yes. I’d think of that as healthy.” 

“And now there's a parade! A parade for what?—or could you 
always ask that question, and in all times? Isn’t Such a..insane 
fete usually the end product of tragic stupidity?" 

"I don’t know. That may be too heavy for me right now. 

I’m still jangling from quite a bit of traffic, and parking 
was... Well! Anyway! I’m much more interested in you, not my 
bellyaches, common to everyone," Doc had switched back to 
healer. 

"The Gulf War! Another glorious chapter, however small. 

Do you believe one can die of a broken heart, young man?" 

"Thanks for the compliment. And yes I do." 

"Well, there's nothing more to know about me." A tiny, 
resigned smile within the play of dappled light across her face. 
Though he probed a little, she stayed firm in her conclusion. 

And Doc looked back many times on that day in Media, 
Pennsylvania, her in that window as if chiseled, staring at 


a green emptiness. 


When he got to his car, a fat courthouse guard was perched 
on a fender. "Hey! Here come the majorettes!” he winked. 
Doc saw only a shuffling front of red and white turning a 
corner. 
“You can smell the hair burning in their tight little twats. 
Oh mama! How'd you like to dip your wick in something like that? 
So tight that tears'd roll down your face!" 

"Uh huh, well, before they engulf everything here, I've got 
to get moving. I'm a physician and..." 

"Hey I like that ‘engulf.’ Like the Gulf War, right?" 

"I didn't mean..." 

"Yeah we don’t never mean nuttin." The guard knew this 
mockingly illiterate sarcasm presented him as Superior. 
"Why don't you just take it easy, Doc? We don't have that many 
wars anymore, we shouldn't celebrate greasing the little fuckers 
that threatened our Little bitty finger-fucked daughters, know 
what I mean? I mean, like now we got heroes, Doc! It's been a 
long fuckin time since we had fuckin heroes--we really had 
hardons for some to come along. 

“Why we couldn’t fuckin stand it for one more minute! 
And walkin’ around with one all day hurts like hell! So give us, 


like, a break! That's why the marching bands and little whores, 


and all the yellow ribbons! It’s the heroes, Doc. Wake fuckin 
up!” 

Doc said he’d try, as the guard still waved a jellied arm 
to indicate the ribbons tied onto trees and poles. Doc noted the 
brassy glint of instruments far down that brilliant, leafy 
avenue, and heard the muddy music for the first time. 

Doc left him with “Don’t think I agree with what you’re 
saying!” 

“Ooo00! Wanna have a war about it? Let’s be heroes 
ourselves and give everybody hardons for us! Us! Oh excuse me, 
Doctor! erections!” 

“How do you know one of these girls isn’t my daughter?” 

“You should be so Lucky!” 

The guard finally directed him out, his car inching back 
through phalanxes of restless, shifting cheerleaders in maroon 
and silver, blue and gold. Junior high girls, stick-thin. 

When Doc drove on a parallel block he remembered Skipper, 
the patient from the Korean War he was to see at the Veterans’ 
hospital. ‘Old Popsicle Fingers’ painfully typing letters on an 
old portable to petition relief for Agent Orange victims of 
Vietnam. 


A dull thump of drums commenced, and as the car reached 


cross blocks, wind-thrown blasts of music vibrated rills of 
brassy light. 

In the gritty shaking, the black woman’s strong phrases, 
too, returned. From out of such fragility. Young men who do not 
look like ours. 

Doc shook his head in fatigue, signaling to himself that 
you must sometimes escape stinging realists. 

“Well, all young men look like ours,” Doc finally 
whispered, the darkened image of the dying vet thrusting up his 
swollen fingers into gnashing slants of light. 

And then in one of those bizarre exclamation points that 
scattered days can have, Doc’s car became surrounded by beefy- 
faced veterans, older men in various dark blue uniforms, and 
literally going in all directions. 

They, in turn, became distributed among sun-bright bunnies. 
Seven year olds, with bobbing adult bunnies trying to dam their 
meanders. 

After ten minutes of this mix of freshness and rum 
blossoms, with the kids now screaming and the oldsters singing, 
a flustered official herded the scarlet vets down a street 
towards the 


parade route. The bunnies followed warily, perhaps sensing their 


leaders’ worry that the path would divert to a tavern. 

“A manga,” Doc remarked aloud. “This is the way the world 
will end, not with a bang, or whimper..more like the frenzied 
chaos of Japanese comic books.” 

And after he got slowly moving again, Sousa-like music 
reached him, and he drummed the dashboard to its martial beat. 

Much later in the doctors’ lounge, two so exhausted they 
would rather talk than move. Surgeon, Dr ‘Buster’ Dieter, still 
in his operating scrubs, commented on Doc’s slow retelling of 
his day. “Hey Shrink! Lots of things don’t really connect. 

You just can’t put them together to mean anything. They just 
hang there, isolated forever. If you’re with a patient, 
introduce another subject. 

“Manga you describe it. I think of Breughel, the painter, 
those scenes swarming with peasants. My ancestors, mobs of horn 
drunks. A little Like a Penn State football rally. 

“Shrink! The end of a war! Celebrate! Although that guard 
was vulgar and disgusting, he was right. Anyway, we make too 
much of vulgarity in this country. It’s harmless and silly. Lik 
the guard himself. Political appointee. Someone’s retarded 
cousin Elmo. 


“And the sour Quakers say we don’t need wars, that they’re 
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immoral. At the opposite pole, we get such incredible heroism, 
such sacrifice! Those youngsters feel that they’re putting their 
Lives on the line for you and me! How could you not admire all 
that? Don’t answer! Because I’m afraid you might have answers. 

“Or think you do. At any rate”—tapping his paper hat--“I’ve 
had three emergencies today and about seven gray cells remain. 

“My patients fought in wars, I remind you. I don’t know 
about the wars, not completely, but the two soldiers and the 
marine I operated on today had high, even holy, purpose. 

We’re not to forget that! 

“For Patriot Dream, shall I sing it for you? God mend thy 
every flaw. God the surgeon, hey? For patriot dream! 

“You work towards America the Beautiful, Shrink. You don’t 
just damn it! And neither do you praise and flatter it 
brainlessly! 

“How about thy Liberty and law?” Doc challenged. “What 
Liberty? What law? Racism and exploitation and bribery?” 

“Work in progress. Slow-www climb uphill. Well, anyway, 
make a German a citizen and this is what you get! Certainly no 
blind follower in the cliché of American movies! Lockstep! 
Lockbrain! Locksoul! Uh uh, but realist and dreamer combined. 


Wow! You got me giving speeches and I’m dead. Can’t walk. At any 


12 
rate, when Utopia arrives will I get a registered letter?” he 
Sighed. 

Under the harsh light, Doc could barely see Buster’s eyes. 
“T’Ll put you on the list!” he informed him, laughing 
afterwards. 


n” 


“Besides,” recovered Buster, “are you going to outlaw 
dangerous excitement? Last August, I was on a panel, Lutheran 
Seminary on Germantown Avenue. Faith and Medicine. After, 
bounced along those damn cobblestones to the Sunoco. 

“When I get out of the car to gas up in that brutal heat, 
I can feel a fury. Palpable! Black kids are arguing, yelling, 
screaming, slamming doors. That horrendous heat doubles all 
the sounds! I get out of there so fast, had to stop on 
Washington Lane to take the gas cap off the roof of my car. 
Scared shitless! 

“And yet, and yet, part of me yearns for such menace, to be 
in the middle of it. Crazy.” 
“A hunger for fury.” 
“Nice way to put it. You can’t outlaw excitement, as I 
say.” 

“Murder there a few weeks ago, at that same station. 


Let’s hold onto our surgeons—at the cost of discouraging their 
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thirst for homicidal action.” 

“Oooops, distorting the argument there, Shrink!” 

“T’m not always fair or nice.” 

“That right? My grandfather’s proverb applies to you: 

A village’s wealth consists of the few who can’t even pretend to 
villainy.” 

“Lost something in translation?” 

“Not as much as I did. I was a silent, outsized 
intellectual of a German kid who learned football from Air Force 
guys. 

Next time I turned around..this painfully mediocre defensive 
tackle at Penn State. It’s why I went to the medical school at 
Hershey, and practice in Pennsylvania: Pay back the people of 
the Commonwealth for that astonishing football scholarship.” 

“Conscience, hey? Got one myself. I hear some physicians 
count it as a professional hindrance.” 

In the florescent hospital lobby, two nurses decorate a 
kind of polished aluminum hat rack with yellow ribbons, the 
older one agonizingly meticulous as to the placement of each 
one. As this older nurse waves goodnight to Doc, the younger one 
shoves the apparatus over, ribbons tumbling. “So clumsy! Excuse 


n” 


me. 


Unlocking his car door Doc chuckles, “So a small anarchy 


trumps--for the moment.” 
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2 Armistice — World War 1 


Her face ripples in the lavender water inside an 
acorn-shaped globe of the type once in pharmacy windows. Eyes 
the color of that liquid, they appear blank in it as now she 
leans forward to put a finger on the bluish globe, blocking out 
everything but cylinders of honey-colored hair. 

The face reasserts itself, pale and dreaming as her finger 
traces a rising bubble. 

She disappears and the water instantly warms from the heavy 
burgundy Light of the room, with that immediately replaced by a 
salmon-red face of a young man, the tiniest bubbles curving up 
from his gaping mouth. 

She has said something to him, slowly muttered, and ending 
with "state of undress." It is as though her first few words had 
been sucked into the heavy light, the burgundy drapes, the 


spongy rug with its circle of faded roses. 


10 

He has sprung up from the globe, his fingers like the 
Shadows of minnows, his shirt blue water as he is undoing its 
buttons, magnified to the size of quarters in that liquid. 

“T see nothing!” he is yelling over the globe. “The future 
is out there, not in your dream-glass-ball or in this dusty room 
makes you choke! You! Staring and mooning and reading I don’t 
know what kind of morbid books for lady undertakers or 
something.” 

“Red! Don’t! Please!” But he has taken off his shirt, has 
dropped it over the globe. 

His skin proves to be a patchwork of red and startling 
white, with scattered tufts of orange hair. She has recoiled, 
getting the globe between them, but he stretches over it to grab 
the navy kerchief attached to her powder blue middy blouse. 

He leads her towards the massive grand piano where she 
manages to pull away, shouting, “Go to West Fourth Street! You 
won't get anything here!” 

“Hell Verna. Excuse my French and my manly chest, but I 
might as well be damned as a real sinner. I come in here without 
a collar and I'm called undressed. Jim-i-neeeel You sure you're 
not my mother?” 


“0 Red! Don't you ever say anything at all?” But she 
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stepped towards him as she said it, is tracking along a biceps 
with a tentative knuckle, whispering, “Everything is so darn 
awful.” 

“Verna Verna Verna.” His own whisper puffs loose bright 
hairs against her cheek. 

“Tt is so awful,” she repeats, up on her toes and leaning 
to him, her voice one with the softness of a pink branch outside 
now drifting past a crack in the tall drapes. 

He leaps back, flinging his arms wide. “Look at that! Will 
you just look at that?” And he is dancing in agitation, the 
blotches on this chest and belly hectic and pulsing. “Tell me, 
Verna, ain’t that a magnolia blossom out there and it's November 
eleventh? I tell you it don't know what season it is out there. 
Drive you crazy altogether!” 

She has turned away from all his hectic movement, breathes 
on the closed lid of the grand piano, studying each breath 
disappearing from its varnished surface. “Is that what you came 
here for, Red? To drive me crazy?” 

A few flashes from outside wave across his freckled 
forehead before he answers in a breathless rush: “I came to get 
you out of this house, where you can't even breathe in this room 


your dad should rent to the undertaker cause it's like being 
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dead to stay here instead of running down to the Delaware River 
out there and ripping off all our clothes and swimming like 
crazy maniacs!” 

In his enthusiasm he slaps the enormous piano and pain 
Snakes across his forehead like lines on a chart. His voice hops 
an octave. “The war is over! Today!” 

Verna slides along the piano and past him, to plop into a 
mushy and nondescript Victorian chair, pensively rearranging the 
ends of her kerchief to make them fall evenly on her Light blue 
blouse. 

“The war,” he is enunciating, “to end all wars!” both hands 
on his rising red and white pot belly, as she makes a little 
tent with her fingertips under her chin and stares at that 
flaring belly with resignation. “The...Great...War...1s over!” 

“Thank God...on the one hand,” she sighs, her gaze going 
down to the gummy buckles on her shoes. The depression he had 
gathered from her tone he will attempt to remedy in a moment 
from the center of the room, after brushing past the globe with 
his shirt over it, setting it to rocking, the glint of the blue 
Liquid visible through tiny holes in the gray shirt. “I will 
love and respect you until the day that I die!” he shrieks to 


make her lift her head. 
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“Oh I don’t know,” she whispers, “I just don't.”--The tiny 
lights from the still-rocking globe catching at her eyes. 

“The day of the beginning! The very day of the beginning!” 
This from the center of the rug, inside the rim of faded roses, 
where he is Limping. 

Back in her characterless chair, her shoes turn in, almost 
toe to toe as she sobs. 

“The world is exploding into a new era, Verna! And I'm 
ready to explode with it! You can't cry on the very day of the 
beginning.” He is an orator now, slowly raising a finger. 

“Oh put your shirt back on, Red.” And he watches his finger 
drop, scowling, his face becoming as red as his naked belly. 

She is rubbing her eyes with both fists. “You get excited 
and then I have to hate myself for weeks.” 

“Oh I don't care about that today!” he snaps, cheerfully. 
“No offense, but how can you...? Why so much is changing out 
there!” He's windmilling both arms. "You won't even recognize 
the world next year. Why it'll be like coming here from some 
lousy little flyshit country in Asia or somewhere. Excuse my 
French. Why there'll be airplanes to fly you from here to hell, 
and...” 


“And back to hell,” she pronounces quietly, dropping her 
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arms on the arthritic-looking wooden arms of her chair and 
pushing back further, her cylinders of honey hair denting its 
horse-colored plush. 

As if reviewing a parade he waves one hand and then the 
other. All of his visible skin glows. “I'm needed out there, 
Verna. President Wilson needs me.” 

“He is sick. You'd finish him altogether,” she strains, as 
if speaking from some exhausted vein. 

“Verna, darling Verna! We have made the world safe for 
democracy and now it's time to get on with the future!” 

“Hmph! Sure it is...if you're a boy that is.” 

“Everybody'll...!” proclaims Red, “even girls!” 

“And the farmer took another load away!” Her golden head 
Snaps up in the dim and heavy Light. 

“Verna you are much too sweet to say such a thing.” 

She lets her head fall into her hands. “Oh I’m so sorry. 

My sweetness is sorry too.” He stumblingly approaches her to pry 
her hands away from her face and then stare ferociously into 

her eyes. But his blazing eyes suddenly go blank as he hops and 
grimaces, digging at his chest and stomach. 

She becomes animated, trying to grab his arm. “Now you stop 


it!” she is scolding, “the more you scratch the more...” 
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He backed up from her outstretched hands, the piano at his 
back finally stopping him, his sliding along the curved lid as 
she pursues now. “Maybe it’s this dark damn room or this summer 
in November weather and that damn false armistice they called it 
two or three days ago when everybody thought the war was over. 

I went half crazy then itching. It took everything I had out of 
me. I got nothing left!” He forms both hands into fists, thrusts 
them down at his sides. 

“Thank God!” she exhales into the deepening burgundy light. 

“Verna!” The world...” 

“Again?” 

“Yeah! ! Yeah! It it it it’s going by thirty miles an 
hour!” Red jerks his head upward as if following the path of a 
rocket. “Oh sure your dad is a good fellow but this”--pointing 
gravely and revolving around the whole heavy room—“is him!” 

“Yes, his brown study.” Her small bubbly Laugh at his 
perplexed forehead, where the freckles appear to be sliding into 
folds. 

“Uh. Right! I have to take my shirt off here just to 
breathe. The air here is all dead, Verna. Jiminee!” 

“Appropriately enough”--her eyes distant and cloudy--“for 


n” 


me. 
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“You are all of life!” His eyes glaze; hers harden. 

“Just get out of here, Red. Please?’ 

“In a moment, for I will never again offend you by imposing 
even my Love and devotion upon you. My worship. Worship!” 

She so slowly crosses her legs, after a moment sneering 
“Yeah, well probably the churches are open.” But she quickly 
draws them up as he runs at her, sliding the last few feet on 
his hip along the piano bench, ending up with his hand seizing 
her knee. “Tell me something Verna!” he bursts. “Please please 
tell me something! Please!” 

Gripping his free hand she states, “Anything. If you would 
tell me...” 

“Ain’t it a new man they want? They want a new man! A man 
like like me, me and...Maxwell.” This Last name is spoken in 
eye-shut reverence, but she slaps his hand away and pushes him 
until he scrabbles backwards and then stands; his belly hanging 
down as he brushes off his knees. 

She shakes her head as if to erase everything. “Maxwell? 
Maxwell? Why I’ve never seen his little belly. Maxwell! Hah! 

Let alone his hang-down thing.” She spreads her knees inside the 
pale blue skirt, slides further back into he mushy chair. 


“Or spring up thing, comparing you two.” Red kneels again but 
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with a thump, then knee-walks between her legs in order to brush 
his hand across her lips. “Don’t ever let any things but sweet 
things get into your mouth.” 

She snaps back erect to shove him away, swing at his 
railing hand, managing to strike the tip of one finger. “I’m 
Sick to death of all your sugar-nonsense too.” 

He strides around the room, smacking his hand against a 
thigh to relieve the pain. “Jiminee Verna, you got some wallop 
there!” 

“T just don’t want to hear anything about Maxwell from you. 
I Knew you came here to bring him up. You damn cad!” It stops 
Red in mid-stride, but then he resumes marching around the dark 
room, scraping up little dust clouds. Verna shakes her head 
rhythmically, very slowly, the cylinders of blond hair falling 
even more slowly. “Anyways Verna, Maxwell and I are those new 
men President Wilson wants. Bet your bottom dollar. And with the 
world going by thirty miles an hour, well your father--why hell 


” 


Verna and excuse my French again, but this,” revolving with his 
arms extended to indicate the whole somber room, but staring 
down at the piano as if her father were rooted there beside its 


brass claws, “this is him!” 


Verna throws both hands to her face, the slaps like a tiny 
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explosions. Looks up in a quiet, measured way, "You..we betrayed 
Maxwell, betrayed him. And I never wanted him in the first 
place. And now I've betrayed him.” 

His arms crossed against his protruding belly, he stares 
Byronically into the stiff drapes and sobs, once, as if 
practicing for a greater grief. “Maxwell,” he whispers 
Sibilantly, “returns from the war and to the loveliness which 
belongs to him. Rightfully belongs to him.” 

“And you borrowed!” 

“And I”--banging his chest with a fist--“go forth without a 
heart but with a mind.” 

She flails his arms away as he again starts towards her. 
"You pompous idiot!” He stops to stare at her agitation, her 
chair bumping and scraping, her dark blue kerchief flying about. 

Now he pounds his chest with both fists, his suspenders 
Starting to slide down over his knobby shoulders, his trousers 
bagging at the knee. She drops her face into her arms as if 
afraid; he pulls his suspenders back while repeating quietly 
“the loveliness, the loveliness, ah yes the loveliness which 
belongs to him.” 

"And you ruined.” her muffled comment. “You you you you 


you!” She is trying to rise, the roomlight darkening the tears 
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dotting her cheek, but he is above her now, making her fall back 
into the chair with a dusty woosh, then flattening each tear 
with a finger, hissing “Don't you ever demean yourself in my 
presence. Never again in my presence. Your purity is a stream 
forever flowing. There can only be lovely words for you and the 
ones coming out of you too.” 

But she manages to leap past him, emitting a sort of 
mangled squeal which increases with her distance away. With the 
piano is between them she turns to face him. “Red! No more 
horseshit! You're just so much horseshit. ” Dimples play in each 
flushed blond cheek. “I'm...damaged goods. And in this very room 
where I promised Maxwell I'd wait until he stopped the Hun! 
Goddamn Hun!” She wrings her hands as if to crush them, their 
reflection bone white in the lid of the piano. 

“You did, Verna. We both did.” And him in hopping pursuit, 
suspenders falling. “In this room where we both waited.” 

A Wedgwood plate wobbles on the wall and he stops to study it. 
“That's the trouble,” sighs Verna, “what we did when we both 
waited.” 

The plate commemorates Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee. 
Red salutes, his face grayly reflected in a gummy wedding 


picture next to the plate. “I salute that returning Roman!” 
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She cries softly into her hands, a few hairs bright between 
her fingers, her hands pale gold in an inclined shaft of dusty 
light. “He won't want me now. Never! Nobody!” 

"You're dead wrong. He is too much of a man.” 

She lets her hands fall away from her face and snorts, “Then you 
must Know more about him than I do.” He continues to quietly 
advance. “And stop right there! And for Jesus God's sake will 
you keep your suspenders up? Must I be constantly reminded of 
my disgrace?” 

He turns his back and strides to the center of the rug, 
again, announcing while flipping one suspender up that “Maxwell 
is too much of a man and a noble Roman. He knows—“flipping the 
other one—“passion!” 

And Verna wildly cries, her head on the massive piano, hair 
fanned out bumpily. Red peruses the nearly threadbare roses 
under his feet as if some chorus of affirmation would issue up 
from them. He will inject each thought into her wild sobs. 
“Maxwell ...1S one...of the great...souls...of this or any other 
nation.” 

“Oh God shut up!” She has jerked her head up and is shoving 
her hair back with both hands, stretching her white forehead. 


Red bows. “Your smallest wish is my urgentist command.” 
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He remains in his bow as Verna methodically shakes her head. 
After more than a minute, with the whole room shifting and 
groaning, and the sunlight inching across the piano lid, she 
turns her face, catching the weak windowlight, her dimples all 
but drinking it in as she despairs, “Oh God Red, when you're not 
naked and slobbering after me, you're half naked and 
illiterate.” He unbends with conscious grace, covers both 
nipples with his hands. “I will leave.” 

“Do. It makes no difference. I see you everywhere anyway, 
even in that silly globe Daddy brought from the store. 

You got me Red. You have me. Always inside.” 

She leans towards him; he, crossing his arms over his chest 
glares imperiously. “Maxwell! That Roman!” he proclaims in the 
half-darkness. 

“Then put his head on a coin!” Her fingers ever so slowly 
drumming along the curved lid of the piano, and flashing from 
its varnished surface. “It's you I want.” 

She rises and moves towards him. He awaits her, rooted. 
“T couldn’t.” 
“You did.” 
Red thrusts his palms out although she is still ten feet 


away. She advances more slowly now as if to guarantee that she 
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Said all that she wanted before touching him. “I don’t want to 
wait another minute! Why he's so noble it'd probably take him 
years to get around to what you got around to right away. The 
day Max left. One second patting my hand and the next...” Red 
stumbles backwards from her reaching hands until his feet tangle 
and he falls into the horsehair sofa, his eyes bulging as he 
contacts a thinly padded spring, his skull taking on a chestnut 
sheen. 

“To my shame! To my everlasting shame!” he croaks. 

“The passion seized me like strong drink!” 

She is beside the sofa and looking down at him, almost 
Singing. “Never mind all of that. I want you, my bird in hand.” 

“It would be the final betrayal of the man we both love, 
you with the force of a tempest.” 

She rolls a slow curl into his red hair. "Somewhat less. 
Zephyr'd do nicely. You marry him. That would be best if all you 
men could marry each other.” 

He compacts his body on the sofa to move his head away from 
her twirling fingers. “Those are not your words, Verna. They’re 
from some fast magazine for women or something, thinking the 
future’s going to make them like men. Don’t you see? Max will 


Lift you above all of that!” 
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“Oh your lovely lovely Maxwell. ALL silence and 
sentimentality. And when he does talk he’s even a bigger idiot 
than you are.” 

His hands fly to his face with a quarter sob. “Thank you so 
very much, Verna. Oh go ahead and hate me. I deserve your hatred 
and that of all decent Christians. Passion held me, my tool in 
his hands. I mean I was a tool in...” 

She drops to the rug laughing and he, on the sofa, assumes 
the pose of a nude in a cooly melancholy study. And when she 
ceases laughing, her voice seems to come out of the dark like a 
body. 

“T used to die for him to say something, anything. He might 
as well have never left, be hanging over there in the drapes 
like a dead weight.” In the ensuing silence, hoofbeats are 
heard, muffled and distant. “How I boiled inside for him to 
say... anything.” And in her sad musing she is unaware that Red 
is again in motion until she hears him bang a thigh against the 
piano, a sickening noise. She rolls over on the floor, stares at 
the brown, carved-tin ceiling until he floats into view like a 
balloon. 

“T won’t hear it I won’t hear it!” he demands, his face 


purple, “while he hammered the hun at Saint Mihiel, in in in in 
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the Argonne with Black Jack Pershing, don’t you think that the 
world has rubbed off on good ole Max? Don’t you? Paris, France! 
Those...” he dances an angular can-can, “parley-vooo Fran-say 
girls!” She hugs her knees, sighing, which he takes for 
disapproval and stops dancing. “Well anyway I bet they taught 
him a thing or two. Excuse me for talking this way, Verna.” 

“The war wasn't that long, Red. And I wish that's all you 
talked about.” 

“Verna!” He jams his eyes shut, opening them after a bit to 
see her floating to the piano, then depressing the keys slowly 
SO make no sound. 

“If I were Maxwell”--and Red must hold his breath to hear 
her whispers—“I would have fudged every one of them!” then she 
instantly waves her arms and screams at him. “Verna! Bad bad 
Verna!” 

Red clasps his hands together and gathers himself up in 
what both recognize as Maxwell-like dignity. “You!” he intones 
like an aged preacher, “are the veritable angel of Wilmington, 
Delaware!” Her cue seems to be angel, and she starts 
banging out demonic chords, and screeching “Fudge!” He runs over 
to put his arms around hr but she stiffens, so he desists. 


At that point she makes a very delicate run on the higher 
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keys with Red hissing, “Your mother, Verna!” 

Her music trills in time with her words: “She’s nutzy futzy 
fucked-y wuck crazy! And I’m,” slamming both fists into the 
keys, “following suit!” 

And now, his hand on her shoulder, she cries almost 
Silently. “You put me through too much, Red. I can’t take it 
all. Your words don’t go with the rest of you. Oh where are you 
going, Red? You must be going somewhere! Oh God I should’ve been 
a boy!” 

He rubs her shoulders with both hands as she drops her 
hands on her lap. “Excuse my French, Verna, but we’re getting 
old damn fast and if I was to turn into your old man I’d run 
right out now and have them shoot me!” 

She whirls around on the bench, her knees high to knock him 
away. “Just you never mind Daddy. Why are you always talking 
about Daddy?” 

“Settle down, turn into him.” 

“Well I don’t want that either. Oh Red why can’t you see? 
Maxwell will go to that darn pharmacy school at Pennsylvania 
University, and he’lLl work with Daddy and I’1Ll never get to 
leave here. Never! Never leave this room!” 


And now the blotches on his chest are rust colored as the 
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crack in the drapes admits a dim red light; her wet eyes are 
reflected as red-silver streaks in the smeary glass on the 
wedding picture on the wall behind him. 

Her speech will slow, as if the heaviness in the room’s 
atmosphere and the grinding inevitability she has foreseen had 
combined. “Because they’Ll die. Mother and Daddy will. And I’lLl 
come back here...from ...Some cheap bungalow with Maxwell and 
babies and”--pushing her breasts up--”with these things twice 
their size from nursing.” Tics run around Red’s attentive face. 
“T’m already a freak of nature with these ...pillows!” 

“T wouldn’t say that.” 

“Then I’ll hide in here day and night. Oh God let me run 
into the streets and let them shoot me! I can’t die here in this 
damp with Maxwell and his fancy brats. My life is worth more 
than that. It is! Oh Red don’t you see what I’m offering you?” 

His bare shoulders twitch alternately. “I got some idea.” 
But then he is turning from her to look full into the drapes, at 
that crack of red-purple light from outside. “But it is properly 
Maxwell’s.” 

“What it?” she shouts. The ‘it’ you hit innumerable times?” 

In despair he addresses the drapes. “Verna. I told you, 


also innumerable times, words and hints like that should not 


even dwell in your sweet...” 

She rushes at him, seizes an arm. “I don’t want a sweet 
mouth or a sweet anything else. I just don’t want to be sweet 
anymore, Red. You get nothing but poop back.” 

“Verna!” 

“Poop poop poop poop!” 

Her Language rigidifies Red, who pokes a finger in the 
dark air. “Verna, I hate to have to tell you this, but you are 
getting the ideas of a fast girl.” 

“Shit! Wake up Red, and forget the ‘noble idea’ absolute 
shit! I want you. I want to be married to you. I love you. 
Maxwell is a ghost, that’s all.” They both stare at the 
darkened drapes as if Maxwell could materialize there in full 
uniform. Then Red turns away from her to stand militarily, arms 
crossed on his scarlet-blue belly, the hand she had previously 
held flailing in the dusk. “I ask...I ask your forgiveness.” 


“Oh never mind that baloney, Red. You’re talking like a 


o | 


book. I tell you we could do it till the cows come home, and not 


in this awful funeral parlor, but even out in some field or 
something!” 
With his arms jumping from his belly as if being attacked 


by some stinging insects, he admonishes, “Verna! Have you taken 
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leave of your senses? 

Her tight whisper in reply. “Before you leave here, my 
darling Red, you’Ll have your little will of me and then 
convince me I’m pure and the more you you you fuck me the purer 
I get. You’re crazy and you’re making me crazy. Can’t you see how 
you’re making me crazy? Jesus Christ Red! Let’s do what we want 
and not lie.” 

On his knees now, he buries his face in her skirt, sobbing 
of passion. “Fits! I don’t ever expect to be forgiven by God.” 
His face pressing between her legs. Her nostrils narrow, but he 
is levering up, frog-like, his face on her body until it rests 
on the ample shelf of her breast. Here he must dig it in so as 
to swing his lower body out and, wiggling, manage to get his 
Suspenders to slip off, his trousers to slide to his ankles. 

The effort leaves him gasping and drooling. “You are soaking me, 
Red! And your asthma!” 

“T...with last breath...salute Maxwell.” His pink rear 
ascends the sketchy Light as he lifts her skirt. “My hat’s off 
to him.” 

“That’s not all.” 

“IT know I will never be forgiven by decent men and women. 


I must have the courage to face it. Uh, Sweetie.” 
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“Never mind all that horseshit! Or horse-shits. Why I’d 
bite every button off your fly!” They very slowly dance around 
the room, stopping when they brush an unseen music stand. 

“T don’t deserve you Verna. He deserves you.” 

“You deserve me exactly. Here and now and always. 

And get your damn nails cut! And allow me to get my own pants 
off, please. I swear to Christ you’re going to die doing this 
some day!” 

“Noble cause,” he gasps, “and pants in unladylike. I’LlL 
take these drawers and...” with mincing steps since his own pants 
twist round his ankles, “p-lace them here over my shirt on this 
pretty blue globe.” 


n” 


“You walk like a girl! From the back that is,” she laughs, 
Red shushing her, returning, his fallen trousers and flapping 
Suspenders stirring up dust. “You you you with your old thing 
sticking up and talking about ladies and gentlemen. 
You’re training me for your lovely Maxwell, aren’t you? And in 
every way.” He is easing her down to the floor. “You’re his 
decoy!” 

“T’m not fit to kiss your hem!” They roll into the globe, 


laughing as it tips and then steadies. 


“Agreed. But that makes little difference. And that’s not 
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what you’re trying to do, is it Red?” His pink rear flashes up, 
hangs on the dead light for thought. 

“My portion is poverty and uncertainty. I can’t die here 
belly up like a dead fish.” 

“Must you always always talk?” He swings brusquely down. 
“My God you’re a brute!” 

“Thank you.” 

“Now go easier please. You’Ll break something.” But he is 
suddenly up and staggering back, big-footed, momentarily tangled 
in the drapes which send forth ribbons of dust. 

“Damn!” he chokes. 

“Now what? Good God almighty, what?” 

“Tell me something Verna, please. Please! Just one thing! 
I‘ve got to know now!” 

“Of course you do...and in this state! Look at you. You’re 
a dannger to society.” 

“If he knew about me, President Wilson, really knew, 
wouldn’t he pluck me forth? Wouldn’t he?” 

“What about me?” cries Verna from the floor. 

“Don’t worry I ain’t done yet.” He looks to the ceiling as 
she groans. “I tell you here is a leader, never mind the 


education!” he addressed President Wilson. He is standing 
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between her legs now, tottering since his trousers and 
Suspenders and underpants have become so tightly wrapped around 
his ankles. 

She stares malignantly up at him. “Oh bring that up-pointy 
thing down here, you absolute idiot! In and out up and down. 
Wearing holes in the filthy carpet. You’ll burn out before 
you’re twenty.” 

“Verna! There’s a bonfire in me!” 

“Well let’s not waste it.” 

“Excuse em wah as the Frog says.” He puzzles as to a way 
to drop on her with minimal injury to both. 

“And no more speeches please please please please please!” 
He is, though, already revolving gravely, still between her 
legs, pointing the various unrelated articles in the room. “You 
led a bunch of misfits to the city baseball championship, kids 
and old men of thirty. You’re just what we need in our nation’s 
Capital which will become the capital of the world!” As she 
screams in frustration, the blotches on his belly seem to darkly 
run. 

“The world is a fire, Verna, a fire! I’m burning up thinking 
about it, I tell you!” 


“Take me! Oh please!” she chokes and sobs. 
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“Oh all right.” Clumping painfully to his knees. When 
hoofbeats approach, he adjust his rhythm to them, saying 
“T tell old Anderson at the dairy. Put in the order for trucks 
now!” Starting to thrash—“The world is going by thirty miles an 
hour!” 

“Well we’re not. Slow down I tell you. You want to break my 
back?” 

“Excuse me. I get going too fast about everything.” 

“You’re excused.” 

“Thank you, Verna. I..am adjusting myself.” 

“Oh God oh God!” 

“Don’t tell me you went boom-boom?” he exhales. But she is 
flinging her head from side to side, blond cylinders bright on 
the gritty rug. “Where is my life? I want my life! I’m not a 
Silly tart or a precious pumpkin either. I could do anything and 
better than a boy, Red! I could!” 

He performs a pushup to stare at her, and this act somehow 
makes her stop moving her head to look at him. “ALL right 
then,” he challenges, “Negroes.” 

“Whaa?” she stiffens. 

“Yeah and give worst of the lot. I’d have them building 


cities, not passed out in West Fourth Street hallways. I’d have 


white men trying to be like them!” Her dark blond hair behind 
her on the rug is almost the only thing holding light in the 
somber room, and she emits a kind of low-pitched whine as he 
falls down to a climax snorting “Muh muh muh.” 

There is heavy silence after his panting has slowed and 
stopped. “You didn’t feel anything when I ...” 

“It landed in the rug.” Her voice strangely triumphant. 
“The rug full of babies.” 

“Verna!” 

“Red!” She mocks in his disapproving tone. “You who have 
already fudged me more than Maxwell will in a lifetime.” 

And closer to his horrified face she mocks, “muh muh muh! 
Now shake another one of your legs and get me my bloomers.” 


In a moment she is tottering, pulling on her drawers, and she 
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places a hand on his sweating shoulder. “Seriously Red, I’d help 


with the Negroes or anything. I would!” 

“A girl?” 

“And fooey too! Girls helped with the war here and in 
France. It shows what you know.” She gives up trying to hitch 


her drawers to get both hands around his neck, to hang there 


starting up into his face. “Oh please, my darling Red, save me 


from Maxwell. I’ll be marrying my father, the both of them 
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spending all day grinding up powders for people to stuff up 
their bottom holes.” 

“T’ve been a terrible influence on your language. Another 
reason all good Christians should hate me.” 

“And Dad will die and—oh God!-I surely surely will move 
here with Maxwell and his brats!” 

“How about your mother? Aren’t you forgetting her?” 

“She’Ll be in the crazy house by then and you know it. 
Why she hasn’t set foot in this room for six months. It’s how 
you can fudge! me morning afternoon and night. And if she came 
in by accident, we could tell her we were doing it for Liberty 
Bonds. Oh I made you Laugh! Now can we forget about Romans and 
glory and the burning future?” 


” 


"No. No more laughing. I must...” as he is unlinking her 
hands from in back of his neck, then walking over to the drapes, 
shutting them completely. She cannot see him but can hear his 
breathing and her own heartbeats. “I will never see you again. 
Never. That is final. I leave here. I must. I’m so sorry, 
Verna.” 

“You’re condemning me to death,” she states. “And don’t 


tell me that someday I’tl laugh at all of this because how could 


I bear looking back to the day when I began to die?” 
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“Oh it’s so bad for me, Verna!” She hears him fall into the 
sofa and begin to cry in whispering shudders, which become a 
kind of wheezing after a few moments. It ends and they are both 
quiet a long time, the room in a slow, fetid groan, until he 
resumes wheezing. That quite abruptly turns into snoring--at 
which point Verna spies the barely-glimmering music stand. 

She hurls it at him, and he rolls off the sofa into an 
asthmatic attack. 

While he gasps, she absently snaps his suspender again and 


again in the darkness. 


3 Verna, Maxwell, Red 


Maxwell was back from France less than a year when he and 
Verna married. As she predicted, he joined her father in the 
drugstore, pursuing his degree at the Philadelphia College of 
Pharmacy. 

During his senior year, in a bewildering influenza epidemic, 
four years past the major one which had struck Wilmington, Maxwell 
and seven others died. THE WHIPLASH EPIDEMIC as The News-Journal 
headlined it, intimating the plague had remained stored, building 
even more virulent energy. Many wore surgical masks. 

Verna took up pharmacy studies herself then, staying on after 
graduation to do advanced work in Botany at the University of 
Pennsylvania. In her summers, she worked with Pennsylvania Dutch, 
and Lenni-Lenape Indian herbalists. 

Upon securing her Masters degree, she embarked on a train 
trip West, intending to speak to native healers there. At her 
first stop, they asked her to reorganize the vacant pharmacy of a 
dusty tribal hospital. It was to be a three-month assignment. 

She never returned to Wilmington. 

She became Legendary over the years, Indians naming her The 
White Saint. Word of her eventually reached Hollywood, 

a documentary crew dispatched. But they found her short-tempered 


” 


and profane. “We need truth, sure,” pleaded the grubby director, 
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but we need to make a show, too. You must give!” She told him 
where to put his Hollywood truth. 

Thus the director turned grateful when a superior story line 
presented itself. A black Doctor from Howard University came out 
to spend a month at the tribal hospital, and he became the focus, 
Verna ending up on the infamous cutting-room floor. After release, 
the film garnered many awards. 

Pouring a tea for Laurel Brightest Dawn’s arthritis ona 
blinding desert morning, Verna roared in delight about 
escaping fame. 

“Don’t be an Indian,” Laurel scolded, “you could be in my 
movie magazines right now! And all over my walls!” 

Verna shook her head, her hair still a shade of honey, though 
dashed with salt. “Oh well. It’s not in color anyway. Most movies 
will be coming out in color before too long.” 

“Color is total crap! It’s what we got here already in the 
sky and the dirt and the cactus. In the sunsets make my 
bones ache with the cold. Does my Miss Joan Crawford need the 
color? She can tell off Mr Fred MacMurray or Mr Clark Gable. 

She don’t need no color to do that!” 
Laurel Brightest Dawn thrust down her mug on the rough wooden 


table, shoved her chair back as if in reaction to that padded- 
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shouldered actress entering in black-and-white pursuit of those 
men or anyone else. 

After working a few dreary sales jobs after the war, Red was 
hired by Toddle House, a restaurant chain, and sent to New Haven, 
Connecticut as part of their plan to inject more docile Southern 
men into Northern locations. 

Red, of course, started organizing a union and was 
instantly fired. He caught on with Connecticut Transportation, 


in their training program for trolley operators. 


4 Victory in Europe — May 7, 1945 


Through one of those horizontal Spring days full of the 
waves of pink and white petals and their sudden perfumes, along 
with whirling paper and grit, and shifts of light from blinding 
to sullen black. 

I ran through those sweet odors. Once in what seemed an 
endless cloud of creamy petals, halted to unwrap newspapers from 
my legs. Another time, a tiny glass needle shot into my cheek at 
the precise moment the speeding light darkened. 

Resumed running into that darkness, towards a trolley car, 
a buttery toy at the end of a tunnel formed by black light. 
Slowed my steps when I saw it was just standing there, the 
motorman doing something to the cable running to the overhead 
wire. 

In a second a bright newspaper was blown into him, 


Surrounded his head as he flashed out at it with a butcher 
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knife. I saw then, splaying out in the racing light, the frayed 
ends of a few strands of that cable. He went back to hacking, 
reflections of the knife skipping across the milky blue of the 
nearby tavern window. When I got closer I could see the window 
had been pushed in, was resting against a barstool a foot or so 
inside 
the tavern. Large brown fragments from whiskey bottles, along 
with a jigsaw assortment of other glass pieces littered the 
pavement, and through all of it a small man with a soaking-wet 
apron down to his shoetops was walking a brilliant straw broom. 
It was as if a spotlight hit only the broom. The motorman 
saboteur, still hacked ferociously at the pewter-colored trolley 
cable. 

When the sunlight hit full, he had joined the bartender on 
the sidewalk and was trying to wrestle the broom from him. 
At first it seemed an earnest, cursing struggle, but they soon 
were hooting and laughing; finally they let it skitter off, 
toasting each other with bottles of whiskey, both giggling as 
the motorman punched at the swirling dirt and paper with the 
hand holding the bottle, then licked that hand to capture the 
sloshed whiskey, the rawness of which thrust up my nostrils as I 


ran past them, jumping over the broom, and barely keeping my 
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balance on the slippery glass. The bartender offered me his 
bottle, while doing his own shuffling pantomime of me to amuse 
the motorman. 

As patches of corn yellow and bruise-colored light waved 
over me, I rushed on to intercept another trolley line curving 
into the street a block further. Their Laughter followed me upon 
the wind, but I wondered if they were still laughing at me or at 
the bum running back and forth inside the disabled trolley car. 
The removable control handle in his blackened hand, he imitated 
trolley noises. 

Ran harder to outrace the laughter, past gray-shirted 
workmen and their wives, sitting on porches and listening to 
radios, big consoles with round, glowing dials hauled out from 
living rooms for the occasion. The rooted, stolid couples looked 
like black and white photographs in Life Magazine. 

They strained to catch the source of that laughter chasing 
me on the wind, but it was washed out by shrieking cacophony 
growing towards us from the trolley I hoped to catch. 

I jumped off the curb to run between the tracks, thinking 
to beat what I could see now was an open trolley to the 
convergence 


of tracks; then I could run directly ahead of it to the stop. 
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I was at the point of giving up because of it crisp pace, but 
when it reach the curve leading onto my track it had to slow 
drastically, almost tipping, the people inside rushing to the 
high side with a cry of whoa! The car was labeled YALE BOWL, the 
only Line retaining open trolleys, but it was headed not to a 
football game, but downtown, of course, so these roisters could 
bring their celebration to the one reaching me as a sort of 
faraway rustle punctuated by horns and whistles. 

Finally, I was at the trolley stop, panting, watching that 
car lean excruciatingly back to vertical and then pick up speed. 

A clear, flat-sided gin bottle was wedged into the scrawny 
privet hedge beside me, and, for some reason, I must extract it 
before the trolley stops—a contest. But when I looked up, the 
trolley was surprisingly wide and picking up more speed. I waved 
my arms for it to stop, the gin bottle still in my hand, its 
reflections dancing everywhere. 

But it was passing, jammed with workmen, mostly. “Throw 
it!” someone screamed. “Let’s see your arm!” 

“Let’s see your cock!” added a woman leaning towards me, 
barely three feet away as the trolley was again tipping, her 
face like a balloon full of blood. Men leaned out to pull her 


back, their hands swarming her enormous breasts. Sneering at 
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this rescue was a sleepy-looking man with a gash on his 
forehead, and even as the trolley rushed by, dirt floated into 
that brownish-looking cut and glowed like mica. 

A black cloud clamped down, making the rest of the faces 
blue-black rubber snapping by. I flung the bottle and it 
fell short of the rear skirts, spraying up a shower of muddy 
glass. 

I jammed my eyes shut and inhaled the burning electrical 
smell which hung in the air, and the iron smell of wheel 
grinding rail. 

Opened them to see tiny blue sparks flying from its 
overhead trolley, large gold ones drifting up from the wheels. 
The yellowish rear growing smaller and smaller, absorbed into an 
enveloping blackness. 

Once again the light is brilliant, and just as suddenly a 
regular trolley waits at the curb—not jammed, not sabotaged--its 
door open, the driver patiently studying the track ahead. I jump 
on, still panting and, I suppose, wide-eyed at seeing a large 
freckled hand over the coinbox. 

I look up into a freckled face topped by gray hair, fringed 
dull red. "Company treats whether they know it or not,” he 


announced, swinging the handle on his left which closed the 
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doors. Then he whispered, “How many wars end on my run? At least 
the European section thereof?” He spun the power handle in front 
of him, and we lurched off, the rails squealing. And though his 
eyes were stony, his voice took on the enthusiasm of a master of 
ceremonies, stopping me as I was walking to the rear. “Would you 
inquire after the wily Jap? Come on back here and sit beside me. 
Anyway, we already got him beat in the movies. Movies are a 
great invention. Why with his big teeth and bad breath and 
atrocities! He gave a small, almost coquettish wave as I sat 
behind him. 

I shifted on the rattan seat. 

“And Ivan? Shall we talk about the Bear?” His eyes took on 
the dimmest shine as one whole neighborhood sped by, several 
wide-open mouths at trolley stops. “"Why not speak of him now 
before it’s too late?” JI was sliding towards the aisle, away 
from the middle portion of my seat, which had been freshly 
Slashed. “I repeat!” Face twisted around over his right shoulder 
to study me, wrinkling his freckled forehead. “Shall we discuss 
the Russians?” To my relief, he Looked back to the street. 

“Okay with me long’s as I get downtown.” I could recognize, 
of course, one of these adults who taught, usually 


sarcastically, and I studied his back, the salty, threadbare 
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uniform coat of black. 

“Anyway, I can’t move my head around like Charlie McCarthy 
all the way downtown, so whatsay you move over here next to the 
door?” A window to his left held up by a leather strap, and 
he snapped it free an the window chattered down, a hot wind 
amplifying his thin reddish hair. “I lock the speed up at its 
fastest. Like so. Then ...” He removed the power handle as the 
bum had previously in the other trolley, revolved it over his 
head like a baseball pitcher warming up. “I throw it out this 
window unless...?” The rails banged under us, with clicks coming 
faster. 

I moved, and he put the handle back on, chuckling, knocked 
the speed down two notches. “You’re a genuine hero, kid. Just 
saved whole bunch of lives, no shit! Wait’ll we get downtown: 
waves and waves of morons! You look scared. Never ridden with a 
Communist madman before?” 

“ALL the time.” The two and three story houses, the 
boarded-up grocery stores, were clicking by now with a pleasant 
regularity. 

“Hey you’re all right. You see humor in prevailing 
tragedy.” 


I became emboldened. “It suppose to be celebration, not 
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tragedy. We beat the Germans, didn’t we?” 

“Yah yah yah yah! Hans! Ve lose der fuckin varrrr. Fuckin 
Adolph-Asshole!” he went from laughing to choking and spitting. 
Hunched and smaller over the control box now, his face scarlet, 
the outline of a shoulder pad on his black uniform coat showed 
up a dirty gray. “Asthma, he croaked, "from my youth. Get rid of 
your youth fast as you can. This shit is what kept me out of 
Spain.” I Knew nothing about Spain, of the Russians that they 
were our allies, that we had met them a week or so ago ona 
smoking pile of rubble in a destroyed German city, embraced 
them, showed off our flashy wristwatches, sold some. He still 
fought for breath. 

“Hell... maybe I will...finally get to Russia. ‘Cause we 
fight them next. And to think I was for them! Until Stalin 
commenced to start waltzing with Hitler. Got my nice ideals 
smashed, but that’s the way it goes. Tough shit! Always.” 

For some reason he knocked down our speed another notch as 
we were inching past the Winchester Arms Plant, which looked 
abandoned. He turned to me, grimy images of bricks sliding over 
his gray eyes. What he said made the skin on the back of my 
hands prickle, but he had merely seen the same newspaper 


picture. 
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“Just because we sold them watches and they kissed us 
Slavic style and held out heroic Stalingrad don’t mean we won’t 
fight them, little fellow. Why jimineee, jimmy-fuckin-nee, 
sentimentality is the art of the ruling class. You suck in their 
Sugar while they shove it up your ass. Say, what the hell's your 
name?” 

“Skipper,” I bit off, not liking being called little 
fellow. 

“Well Skipper, you’re gonna get educated today ‘cause 
they’re fucking in the streets downtown, that is when they’re 
not smashing windows and throwing bottles. “Land of the brave!” 
And he shoved the power handle forward and soon we were speeding 
through another neighborhood, whipping past small groups at the 
trolley stops, some of them waving their fists, passing 
undershirted old men on kitchen chairs hauled out to the 
Sidewalk, their waving at us, Laughing at those who expected us 
to stop. 

“Red. Red the Red, ain’t that clever?” After a moment he 
giggled, and then we were riding with the door open and I could 
hear the rising din from downtown, but he snapped it shut 
whenever we came to a marked stop. “Just us, Skipper. Just us 


riding this car! Fuck everybody else, ain’t that right? 


A5 
“T guess.” I must have shown my concern for those who 
misjudged his speed and tried to cross the tracks, especially a 
couple of older women with shopping bags. “Goddamn I just miss 
and miss and miss. Just don’t have the killer instinct. I’m the 
Saint Louis Browns, not the New York Yankees.” 

“Could you maybe go slower again?” 

“Tell me something, Skipper. How’d you discover that 
word? That’s good word: maybe. What may be! You stick with that 
word. Not should be but may be. “Cause nothing ever happens but 
that the big boys grind down your balls, but you keep thinking 
‘maybe.’ ‘Cause that’s hope and it’s all shit, but you might as 
well hope. You do it for me, okay? I got too tired.” 

Brown paper bags covered with grease spots were flying out 
from under the seats and bottles rolled down the aisle as our 
express rushed on. Red took out a third-full bottle of Southern 
Gentleman from under his seat, upended it, his red-gray hair 
falling thinly back, the caramel-colored liquid gurgling. 

Some kids were placing pennies on the rails in front of us. 

When I turned to see them out the rear window, picking up the 
flattened pennies, Red burped and wheezed. Then pulled up the 
small window to his left, securing the leather trap. “One of the 


little bastards might try crawling in!” 
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Now he was tossing the bottle past me and out the opened 
door to shatter among the carpet of glass already there. 
“Crystal day!” he announced. I shrugged. “Never mind, Skipper, 
you just keep your eyes peeled once we get downtown ‘cause it’s 
whores or jellybeans, take your choice. One dame is blowing all 
comers in honor of her husband’s service with General Patton.” 

"Yeah, sure.” 

His red-gray eyebrows lifted. “You don’t believe me! 

But that’s all right. I don’t believe me neither half the time.” 
He pounded on his control box like a drummer in the movies I saw 
at the Winchester Theater, like Gene Krupa. Drumming so fast 
that the freckles seemed to blur together on his hands. The door 
stayed open and open-mouthed people flung by. 

“Stay away from the kind of people you’Ll meet downtown,” 
my mother had whispered, combing my hair among the velvety 
Silhouettes of enemy planes and ships lining the walls of 
my room. But I wanted to see everything I could, of course. 
Especially the sex shows promised by this strange motorman. 

Sex was a disc-like thing in my house, thin and wobbling 
but 
nonetheless emitting signals I could sense even in the middle- 


class tableau of my father reading the paper while my mother 
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darned socks. It wasn’t the speeding ozone-electricity that was 
rushing at me now, but some crushed and straining entity, the 
release of which would evidently destroy everything. 

We had reached the downtown district and he had to slow the 
trolley and close the door since a coke bottle had come 
whistling 
in, just missing his head and crashing through the small window 
he had just buttoned up, and once threatened to throw the 
control handle out of. 

For a few minutes we hardly moved: the combined weight of 
the swarms pressing against the trolley car from both sides made 
the wheels slip and jerk, and I held onto my ripped seat as if 
it were a Sled. 

Finally the crowd in front parted and we picked up to about 
walking speed, hundreds of faces melting by the door. “Red the 
Red. What the brilliant intellectuals down at the car barn 
call me! That and rebel, hillbilly, cracker. From Wilmington, 
Delaware, but that’s the South to the ignoramuses up here!” 

A grimy sailor pressed his face against the glass of the 
door and was trotting alongside. “They’re like these 
propaganda-fed cretins,” Red spat, coaxing enough speed from the 


trolley to make the sailor slide away, wall-eyed against the 
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rushing life of the street. 

“You’d better take it easy,” I whispered and he 
inexplicably 
brought the car to a stop, and just as inexplicably the crowd 
flowed away, and he opened the door. It grew almost silent in 
the trolley car, the outside noise a kind of sunny buzzing until 
a cloud of smoke drifted past, bits of white paper whirlpooling 
into the trolley. Red closed the door. 

“Tell me something, Skipper ... “ He had turned and I 
could see his full face, the gray eyes sunken and immensely 
weary, “you ever hear of a Carthaginian victory?” 

“Was it against Rommel?” His laugh proved quiet, and so 
tired it made me feel stronger. 

“It’s just where you give up too much. Don’t worry about 
it. I taught you something. Like Crystal Night that you never 
heard of neither.” I shrugged, told him I should get off. 

“Stay the way you are, Skipper...people take Locker next to 
yours. And keep your eyes open cause you’re in the pit now, 
fucking all over the place as I said, and even up the ass. 
Fights everywhere. Bottles coming from every point of the 
Capitalistic compass. Winning is losing but money never lost a 


war. Promise me you’ll never forget that.” 
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I started to reach past him to get at the door handle 
because he was muttering "Red save world with Wilson. Red save 
Spain. Read all about it. American Fascists win war. Treason 
prospers. So..can’t be called that!” He suddenly brightened and 
sat erect, flipped the tiny handle near the bottom of the coin 
box and scooped out a handful of change. 

He let me reach past him and operate the door handle, so he 
could throw the money into the street. Kids began fighting over 
it, and Red was suddenly screaming” Children beg in the streets 
while the peasants dream of steak and beer!” 

The dirty sailor was abruptly there, flocks of dirt and 
foam around his chapped and purple mouth. I wanted to jump out 
but was afraid of him. The bosomy woman from the open trolley 
materialized and he punched her in the breast. 

She swung back at him, falling into the lake of glass and 
coins. 

My chance! I leaped out, then over her, feeling the force 
of Red’s taunt on my back. “Somebody’s gonna kill you, sailor, 
and I hope it’s me.” He slammed the door as the sailor tried to 
lunge up the stairs. “Heil America!” screamed Red as the sailor 
clawed at the door, leaving streaks of blood. I backed slowly 


away, afraid that this filthy sailor would associate me with 


50 
Red, who now bellowed "Crystal Night, Kristallnacht! 
Kristallnacht! Kristallnacht!” 

The sailor shook his head and gave up, taking the crowd 
with him. 

When I last looked back at the trolley I was about twenty 
feet up the tracks, and the front window held a smoky sun, 
behind which Red’s face, glowing in forehead and heavily 
Shadowed underneath, looked like a death mask. 

As I studied him I became aware of heat at my back. 

A bonfire of furniture, and huge bubbles formed and popped on a 
headboard, sending up black snakes of smoke. 

The only thing left in the shattered store window was 
an immense radio console with a large mirror atop it anda 
message in soap writing. WILL CONVERT TO TELLE-VISION. 

Two muscular boys were shoving the whole works over. The mirror 
flew up in huge shards, which they then dueled with. Slashing 
away until they were left with flashing stubs, they then stared 
at their bleeding hands until the sailor jitterbugged between 
them, leading a jubilant entourage. I tagged along until I heard 
a shaking basso voice off to my right. Stopped to see where it 
came from, but the crowd had gone into reverse too, and I had to 


struggle to hold my place in the front row. 
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“Damn I hate the Germans! I do! I’m German and I hate the 
Germans!” a sweating fat man emphasized. Behind me I heard the 
thud of flesh, snapped around to see blood firing from the 
Sailor’s nostrils, his head jerking back and forth as he sunk. 
“T hate them and I’m German. A proud American!” A halo of sweat 
around his cannonball head, roll of fat across his neck and 
shoulders. 

She, in a shapeless, colorless housedress, and equally 
as fat, invited us to slap an orange paper effigy of a 
bucktoothed Jap. “Slap the Jap, yah?” she pleaded. No one did 
and they winced. 

Wind caught the effigy and sent it aloft, a kite. We were 
left with the desperate smell of their sweat. The man’s neck 
tightened. “Greatest day of my life!” 

I expected some disgrace to come upon them. Their show left 
the shifting crowd wanting less. “She’d fix Hitler with his 
bandy legs!” he tried. 

“Yah I would.” It came out weakly, sounding like a 
question. 

I was kneeling on some newsprint when she rushed at me, 
covering my face with her skirt. It smelled of flour and sugar. 


The folds of her dress nearly smothered me, but yet I could 
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spy, hanging like a Christmas ornament against the smoke, 
a little girl’s elfin face, glowing whitely, black eyes Leaping 
and scintillate. I had seen a face like that in Wegee’s photos 
in The New York News. 
BROOKLYN SCHOOLCHILDREN SEE GAMBLER MURDERED IN STREET 
“Now what you gonna do for me, huh?” the fat woman yells to 
get the crowd laughing. The fat man is literally hopping 
behind her. “I need a great big man!” she shakes me. The fire 
rising in my cheeks I get a daydream flash of both of these 
large apologists on the glassy pavement, smoke coiling up from 
scores of holes, their huge bodies chucked by waves of blood. 
She had released me, was turning away as her husband 
squealed, shaking with laughter, “She woulda fixed that Hitler! 
Broke his legs!” She opened her mouth to affirm, but glimpsed 
the garbage pail descending on him before he did, coffee grounds 
and oranges, and grayish-green slime. That little elfin 
girl-child shrieked in a serious of ascending bursts as a boy in 
Knickers ran away carrying the empty bucket. “I kill little 
bastard!” shouted the fat man, a ribbon of gray slime around his 
bulging, beefy neck as he ran. But the woman caught up, was soon 
wiping his face off with her skirt as he knelt. “Papa papa papa” 


she consoled, eyes darting. “Break..bandy,” Papa whispered, 
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“Hitler..German..” The crowd left. 


n” 


“Learn to take a joke, Fritzy,” a policeman snorted, 
hustling by, sliding over the glass. I wondered what crime he 
was rushing towards. 

Found myself in a procession being led by two men holding 
the sailor up above their heads. He had probably won his fight. 

I was jostled by a toothless man wearing an overcoat 
covered with political campaign buttons, mostly WILKE. “They 
should skin him,” he whistled. “Be something for your school 
report.” 

Hearing snapping noises I could associate with nothing, I 
shoved very quickly past him. One man carrying the sailor was a 
soldier, bare-chested, wearing a marine officer’s braided hat, 
the other a mechanic with a one-piece coverall looking like an 
immense grease spot. 

They seemed to function as the sailor’s seconds in a new 
fight, for they goaded him on as he circled a baker now, who was 
short and stocky in his starkly white uniform, potholders 
hanging from the his sleeves on elastic bands. The sailor minced 
around him, snapping a potholder from time to time. 

“Now don’t you dare hurt the dearie-fairy” admonished the 


soldier. 
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Each time a potholder snapped, the baker swung, and the 
odor of apples joined the air. Soon the baker was calling the 
Sailor a disgrace to his uniform and the sailor was insisting 
that the baker was a disgrace to his, to the falling-down 
hysteria of 
his mates. The baker removed an orange apron hardly wider than a 
belt and proceeded to fold it with care, absently knocking away 
the sailor’s hands during the whole process. The soldier was 
attempting to clear an area of glass by dragging a boot while 
leaning against the mechanic. 

“You will not insult my manhood!” stated the baker, his 
sharp blue eyes aimed heavenward to dust and smoke. 


n” 


“Yes, Lovey,” cooed the sailor. The baker placed his 

dainty apron at his feet and then stepped over it into the 
cleared area. The sailor joined him with studied dignity, 
arranging his once-white uniform as the wind picked up and 
flapped their clothing, making the sailor look like an epileptic 
and the baker a hunchback. Both glaring, they waited for the 
wind to die, then flew at each other, only to be locked into a 
breathless, shuffling bearhug. which ended when they gravitated 


outside the cleared area and fell and broke apart. 


The baker started up shakily, having acquired blotches of 
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blood at both knees. To the sailor it seemed to indicate a 
triumph, and he was turning away with his arms high to provoke a 
cheer when his sneer was crashed inward by an extraordinary blow 
from the still-rising baker. Immediately at the sickening thud, 
that elf child shrieked again, so chillingly that we all were 
Snapping our heads around to see where she was as the sailor 
sunk down and pitched forward, the recoiling baker just able to 
maintain his balance. 

“These heroes!” he taunted even while slipping, “these 
heroes!” 

Soon, the soldier and mechanic were dragging the sailor 
away, his knees making two paths through the glass. “The real 
heroes ain’t here, am I right? the baker began to plead. 
“They’re in Germany or the Pacific. I would have gone. I would 
have! I was between wars. A kid for the first, and now with my 
own business and a daughter to raise and no wife...” 

Someone said not to worry about it, wasn’t in the cards, 
needed here, but the baker, even while nodding assent, kept 
muttering, "would have gone, go even now.” Someone had handed 
him 
his little orange apron and he sobbed into it. An old man whose 


tongue lolled in his mouth patted him on the back, and ribbons 
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of flour undulated. “No wife. Left,” the baker asserted flatly 
to him, whereupon the old man urinated in a quickly diminishing 
arc. 

The Last witness, I ran away but right into a raw- lipped 
girl of about my own age who fell upon my shoulder crying. 

“Please oh please. Oh God!” I jumped back but she held on, 
leaving her feet and hanging from my neck like a rag doll. 

“That soldier,” she was gasping,” he tried to put..his hand 
under my dress.” 

“It’s all right now. I gotta get home. My mother...!” 

But she held on, her words wet on my shoulder. “If if if I 
can’t be with you..? I can’t help it! Nobody ever tried to do 
that before. Put his hand...” her pulsing face, and wild, spiked 
hair, and I couldn’t loosen her grip on my neck. 

“T don’t wanna hear about it. It ain’t my business!” 

Three older girls ran by, arm in arm. “Give her a kiss!” 

they sang. The baker’s voice drifted in as I pried one of her 
hands loose. “Where’d she go? My Belle!” She turned her face out 
from my shoulder to scream “Oh shut up, Daddy! To me: You hafta 
take me home!” 

"You kidding?” 


She jerked her hands free, still facing me, and rubbed her 


57 
wrists, then licked each one slowly. I watched. “He don’t care. 
He just wanted his fight is all.” 

In poked a grandma in a silky polka-dot dress. “Do take her 
home, Sonny. She shouldn’t be seeing these disgusting shows 
at her age.” She had underlined disgusting shows as if they were 
my fault. 

“IT don’t know anything about it. Leave me alone!” 

She left shaking her head with its a tiny white pillbox of a 
hat. “You possess no manners!” she hissed. 

The girl gripped my elbow but I shook her off; then she had 
my hand, pulling, and ran off dragging me. Her running was 
eccentric and giddy, and she tripped me more than once. “Let me 
go!”--embarrassed by being handled so easily by a girl. But I 
started giggling, too, after a bit. 

“Look at them kids! They’re drunk!” The dark wind Lifted 
this second grandma, billowing her identical polka-dotted skirt, 
turned her sideways. Through the crook of her elbow I could see 
in miniature the lady from the open trolley kissing the 
distracted baker, her tongue extended and glistening. “Just look 
at all of that! And my daddy with that tramp!” her words joined 
the rushing wind as we ran on. “Aren’t they stupid? And we’re 


Supposed to be the children!” Odors of burning furniture still 
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persisted. 

At that point I continued saying nothing, musing even 
in our acrid flight that I had never held a female hand this 
tightly. I jerked free with “I really gotta get home. My 
mother..!” 

“Uh uh! She was behind me now, pushing. “I want to 
thank you.” 

“Who’s stopping you?” 

“In a minute. Something you never had.” 

Jesus! thought I. 

Eventually pushed me through the jagged arch left by the 
partial shattering of the bakery window, spears of glass 
glowing purple in that early evening. She dusted off a Danish 
against her blouse, blew on it, handed it to me, and motioned 
for me to follow, and I thought I understood her strength. She 
looked pretty much like a boy from the rear. When we got to the 
workroom in the rear, she pulled a long piece of white wrapping 
paper off a roll, ripping it off slowly on the stationary knife 
which was part of the fixture. She placed the paper on a table 
and tried to lift me up to it. I played along by my own power. 
Then, among the barrels of flour she removed the Danish from me 


and pinched off infinitesimal pieces, putting each into my 
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mouth. 

She was liking me--impossible of course. With her coarse, 
Silently whispering lips, and closed eyes and nondescript brown 
hair. 

The girls in school had very many reservations. “Why do you 
want to treat me like a baby?” 

“T don’t know.” her eyes still jammed shut. “It’s just... 
nobody else was my age. Out there. It’s just that I thought if I 
could find somebody my age it it it...wouldn’t be so scary. And 
so...everybody wouldn’t be so mean.” 

"I don’t know about that. And I think I should get...before 
your father...” 

“Him? He’s always drunk!” 

“Well then you mother will ...” The metal lids of the 
barrels glowed like corposants in that darkening room. 

“Didn’t you hear him?” The inside of her mouth was glowing 
too. “His lovely Belle?” And then she fed me in rhythm: 
"Ding...dong...Belle...gone...gone...!” 

"Yeah? Well me too!” 
“You haven’t finished your Danish.” 
“Yeah? I never will at this rate!” Something caught in 


my voice, making her whole face and tomboy body soften. 
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And in a way which muted the outside buzzing, she 
whispered. “That soldier could come here!” 

“T won’t let him!” And I believed it even as I surprised 
myself saying it. True I feared my mother, but this new 
Situation as much. 

Her head so slowly shaking. “It scared me to death.” 

“Yeah. Well. I could see that. I mean I didn’t really. 

I mean, see anything. I mean what you said. I mean I didn’t see 
him do.. You told me about it!” 

“That’s too bad,” she teased, and I felt the fire jolt my 
cheekbones. The Danish was gone and she was slapping my hands 
while singing "Blushing boy, blushing boy, what’s he blushing 
for?” 

Soon my hands joined this slapping game and after a while 
there we were, face to face and staring, our hands carrying on 
almost by themselves. 

“Why did you bring me here?” Some distrustful bug was 
biting me. 

“That soldier!” 

“And the farmer took another load away!” 

“Did he?” 


And I was the kid led to the house of sweets, who had a day 
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exploding in his brain before the insinuating silliness we both 
half-played with hands still dreamily moving. 

Staring at me with her green marbles of eyes, a few dark 
brown hairs vibrant against the floury windows in dusk-glow. 

Into our small breathing comes the far showering of glass. 
Her monotone then, “It’s awful about people”—her keeping my 
hands from moving now, “how they act.” 

“Hey that stuff costs money. That stuff they wrecked out 
there? A lot of people go crazy. They go crazy! God they they 
they they go absolutely crazy!” I find myself shouting and she, 
wide-eyed, eases back against the flour barrels. 

Almost by the time I become aware of my own hysteria, she 
suddenly brightens, swings past me to the roll of paper. 

Our bodies brush and she bites the inside of her Lip. 

Soon she is wrapping me round and round with white paper 
and 
Slapping wet and glue-smelling manila tape variously. “Okay 
now,” 
she injects into my giggles. “You’re ready for a customer to 
take home!” 

“Is that right? So, what am I?” the thin sarcasm I had used 


with Red on the trolley. 
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“Cream puff. But for domestic consumption!” 

“You're older! I can tell by the way you talk!” From my 
paper enclosure. 

“We get older by the minute.” She licks the paper over my 
cheek. I pull away asking “And what are you, really?” 

“Big cake am I. Rich and bad! Devil’s Food.” Poking her 
fingers through the paper, letting in blue, speeding light. 
“Sweet sixteen, and never been..well, not recently enough. 
Anyway, you sure could use a teacher.” 

“Then you’re just a liar is all!” 

“That’s never all. Incident true, reaction a stretch.” 

“Yeah? Well, I still think it’s pretty goddamn awful!” 
breaking from my paper enclosure. 

“Uh huh. You hafta learn when you said enough words.” And 
now her grip was really tight. 

We end on her chenille bedspread, shoving Raggedy 
Anne aside, The Sacred Heart looking dolorously down. 

Inside, some crazed internal loop repeats “Bleeding Jesus 
on the wall, how y’all?” It repeats through our crude frenzy 
atop the pastries she had carried in. 

We still hear scattered pops of bottles being thrown, and 


someone plays a sour trumpet, stopping again and again to try to 


63 
get a particular note right. 

When the streetlights go on I grab my clothes, even though 
she had just smeared raspberry on our nipples. Hurrying, I don’t 
see the glass doorknob slowly turning. 

“Whore!” bursts in the baker. She dives under the covers 
and he beats her through the pastries. She laughs hysterically 
at each blow. 

I’m gone. 

He had taken a Swipe at me as I catapulted past, eventually 
down a cat-smelling hallway and into the dark backyard, 
careening into a pile of empty lard tins which rolled after me 
as if God had sent them so that decent people could note my 
terrible descent. 

I could hear Irish women gossiping from porches high above 
crisscrossed laundry lines, and was all but snorting flames as I 
ran over mud and glass and rusty cans and dog shit, the air 
pushed in front of me feeling like grease. 

In my nakedness I encountered only one other person, a 
drooling Negro girl sitting in a patched inner tube in the 
middle of a brakish mud puddle. When I got closer and saw her in 
the Light from the street, broken into small squares by the 


lLatticework under a billboard, I could see her hair was gray. 
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As far as I could tell I was a usual sight to her, and I 
began to fear, even as I excruciatingly ran, what my puny, 
impressionistic nakedness would look like on the street-side of 
the billboard. 

She began slapping the water frantically. I looked back to 
see the baker colliding with a burnt trash barrel. He flung the 
barrel at her but missed by a good five feet. “Belle?” he sobbed 
to her, sinking in the checkerboard light. 

I ended up under a scruffy, urine-smelling bush on the edge 
of an overgrown softball field. Among garbage and beer bottles 
and vomit, I panted and cried, finally pulling on my clothes, 
tears plopping down on my shoes as I laced them. 

Past trolleys abandoned on their tracks, I walked home, 
footsore, stumbling over trash, and slipping on glass like a 
tentative ice skater. 

My parents were Listening to our Philco when I arrived, its 
huge orange dial the only thing visible in our living room. 

The celebration of VE Day was raging in San Francisco, 
an announcer bragging about strangers kissing. “Imagine!” Mother 
exclaimed, "total strangers!” 

“Jesus God would I like to be there!” surprisingly burst 


from my father. 
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Though the words were meant for me, their edge was targeted 
to him. “Take a bath dear. You smell of everything.” 

But he yelled “Take a whore’s bath!” Into the quiet death, 
then, of our living room, the announcer sped on about some girls 
making a banner all by themselves, but couldn’t coax them to 
answer any questions in their shyness. 

“Your father, who must think he’s on docks or something, 
means just fill a basin and wash off.” She sensed that I wanted 
to hear more from my father, and from the announcer, and she 
flatly insisted, “That will be more than sufficient for 
tonight.” 

The day had all but destroyed me and yet I still craved 
more, thus erasing my hurt at Father’s abdication from 
skirmishing the world of the vicious genteel. 

In my unlit room, in my crisp pajamas, I take roundhouse 
punches at the baker, who begs for mercy as I try to stop my 
shaking face in the mirror. 


Amid reflections of silhouetted planes and ships. 


5 In her perfect service 


Though renowned for her sarcasm, Verna finds nothing negative 
in her own life and memories. When the chaos with Red swims in, 
she smiles and laughs at their parody of sex. 

And in the close, darkened bedroom with daylight leaking 
around the drapes, she held Maxwell at the Last and thanked him 
for his love. 

She serves her chosen Indian tribe. Service a given, not to 
be talked about. “I’m not dedicated. Just too lazy to leave.” 

Evenings with her thoughts elsewhere, she sometimes feels her 
lips moving to speak to Maxwell as purples and darkest golds 
cascade through the windy desert sky. 

“T don’t want movies, I want an up to date pharmacy. 

And another pharmacist, so I can work more with my herbs. 
That’s all I want. No castle in Spain, nor young men kissing 
various sections of me.” 


Laurel Brightest Dawn: “I’1Ll take the part about the 
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young men. They can’t never stop! They go all night!” 

“You have to get some work done.” 

“You do! You! You poor Anglo!” 

“I’ve had my man!” Where Max had often brushed his lips, 
Verna nears her cheek with a slightly trembling finger. 

“Hey! You going soft on me?” 

“Can’t afford to. Getting money out of the elders for modern 
drugs takes somebody as hard and as stubborn as they are.” 

“Thought you was The Herbal Lady.” 

“T compound what the doctors prescribe. When I’m home here, 
I’m your herbal lady exclusively. So I’m a modern scientist, and I 
go back thousands of years too.” 


“T’m an Indian. We just go back.” 


6 Catholic 


Small police station. A calendar shows grain elevators. Maureen, 
about nineteen, types with two fingers. She wears old ski pants 
and baggy sweater. But even in the dim light, her red hair, 
white skin and green eyes startle. She stays absorbed as Sheriff 
enters, wizeny-skinny. He sheds huge checkered mackinaw, shakes 
Snow out, hangs it on chair. 

MAUREEN Damn! Now the e keeps sticking all the time. 

SHERIFF What we got? 

MAUREEN (nodding to inside room) Him. 


SHERIFF I can see it's a him. And what's that tousley hat over 
his...over him? 


MAUREEN Mine. My ski cap. Like it? 


SHERIFF Now look here! You shouldn’t be handling any of this 
sort of business, young lady. You're just an intern. 


MAUREEN What do you mean by handling? 

SHERIFF Now let's just not get into any of this silly 
foolishness of yours. I got a daughter your age for gosh sakes. 
You just don't be fresh is all! 

MAUREEN We had things like this in Criminal Science 1. 

SHERIFF That's in a book. 

MAUREEN Rape and all that good stuff. 

SHERIFF You stop right there! 


MAUREEN How to prove penetration. 


SHERIFF Oh my God! 


MAUREEN Objective science, Sheriff! (A groan from the other room 
which they ignore) 


SHERIFF I don't want to hear about it. Nothing. Especially from 
you. 


MAUREEN Just trying to have a discussion of the case. 


SHERIFF Don't give me any of that stuff they give you over at the 
college. It's bad enough the scum I got to deal with sometimes 
without talking it over with a nineteen year old girl. Now, just 
what's wrong with him? Let's get at that one first. 


MAUREEN Terminal shame. 


SHERIFF This here is a police department, missy. You don't mind I 
remind you? 


MAUREEN’ Check. 
SHERIFF You determine if he needed medical treatment? 


MAUREEN Mother and I examined the exposed part. There are no 
white spots which would determine frostbite. 


SHERIFF Good. What? I mean...Mother? Your mother? 


MAUREEN She was a nurse with logging camps. Seen it all. This was 
nothing. 


SHERIFF I don't mean that. I mean here? Your mother here? 
What in blue blazes...? 


MAUREEN. When I couldn't raise you on the radio I thought I'd 
better get out to the lake myself so I asked ole Mom to come in 
here and answer calls. There weren't any. 


SHERIFF I was bottom of South Johnson Creek Road with six, count 
em, six fender benders when some damn eighty year old Swedish 
farmer made it Lucky seven with me. I pulled his damn License then 
and there and I'm not worried a judge'll back me up on it. 
Anyways, guess he banged up my radio too. 


MAUREEN TI called. I did call. 

SHERIFF Yeah and you're supposed to call down to Deer Creek for 
help, not your mother. Where's that damn guidebook for you 
interns. You show me where it's written down you call mothers. 
Maureen Sheriff! They were completely tied up at Deer Creek then. 
I did get through later though. Anyway, everything was all right. 
Mother knitted. Madame Defarge. 

SHERIFF One woman at a time if you don't mind. 

MAUREEN Do I qualify? 


SHERIFF Great way to run a police department! Suppose the mayor 
dropped in to see...what? Lady in a quilty housecoat I do suspect. 


MAUREEN Great deduction! Hey! 
SHERIFF Since that's the way she'd probably run over here after 
your hysterical phone call that you hadda go out and make your 


first arrest! Or whatever. 


MAVREEN I didn't arrest him. Didn't know I could. I mean, just 
being an intern. 


SHERIFF Course you can't. Only I'm empowered around here. Me! Get 
it? What if he resisted? 


MAUREEN I hear. I hear. 


SHERIFF You don't never hear. That's what I'm gonna write up on 
you. 


MAUREEN There goes my grade point average. 


SHERIFF There it done went you mean. Went! Now what we got? 
You do a report? 


MAUREEN (pulling sheet from typewriter) Well, not my mother but 
Mrs. Adinolfi. 


SHERIFF That much I know already, that she's the complainant. 


MAUREEN I copied it hot, just like she said it, and then typed it 
up. 


SHERIFF Yeah well we're all out of medals this week. Leave me 
Look. 


MAUREEN Uhm, could I read it to you? I'm not sure about all the 
spellings. 


SHERIFF She can't spell neither! 
MAUREEN I'LL type it again! And on my own time! 


SHERIFF Let's hear it then. But without the usual academy award 
performance. 


MAUREEN Okay then. Low-key chalky lighting. Music from the 
minuet; camera shows a cold, a forbidden Lake. 


SHERIFF I'm warning you Missy! 


MAUREEN (reading) Mrs Pasquale Adinolfi, the former Dr. 
Lucy-Adele Falcone... 


SHERIFF We don't care about that. What you put all that 
down for? 


MAUREEN She insisted. Wanted me to know she had taught at the 
college before that genuine Italian bought half the big lake and 
married her. 

SHERIFF Society page! 


MAUREEN (jabbing an elbow into him) And since he died she's one 
smoldering widow. 


SHERIFF Just the facts ma’am. And watch them there flying elbows 
if you don't mind. 


MAUREEN She got a little frosted tonight, though. 

SHERIFF You reading? 

MAUREEN Yes. No. My error. Right. I'm quoting now. 

SHERIFF Marvelous. This report's about an F right this minute. 


MAUREEN “I was preparing to retire when I heard a commotion on 


the lake. I thereupon switched on the floodlights and saw two men 
approaching my residence over the quite-slick surface of the ice.” 


SHERIFF It's a short story. Like O'Henry or somebody. 


MAUREEN “Uh, one gurgling, horribly and the other...exposed, his, 
uh, penis enormously engorged.” 


SHERIFF (lightly tapping while staring at his dripping mackinaw) 
What she teach at the college? 
MAUREEN Romantic Literature. 


SHERIFF (continues staring, tapping) All right, we got a dickie 
waver. We had plenty before but not at ten below. 


MAUREEN Shall I...? 
SHERIFF Enormously engorged! Jesus H. Christ! Excuse me. 


MAUREEN The...dickie waver was “screaming over and over, ‘You're 
gonna...’ 


SHERIFF Don't YOU say it! 

MAUREEN Sorry. Penis flaunter? Anyway--and now I am definitely 
quoting ‘You're gonna suck on this all night, Bitch! All fuckin 

night, fuckin suckin bitch!’ 

SHERIFF Ain’t that lovely? That's just lovely. 

MAUREEN I just wrote down what she said he said. 

SHERIFF Yeah well just you be quiet and don't say nothing more. 


MAUREEN Hell I'm just getting warmed up. Fooey! You're 
not fair. 


SHERIFF Enormously engorged..! I gotta get out of this work. 
MAUREEN Please? Sheriff? The rest of this is legally important. 


SHERIFF ALl right. Just summarize the rest. Gonna puke in a 
minute anyways. 


MAUREEN Ah hah! Now that's just what his partner was doing, 
apparently. They were both quite drunk. 


SHERIFF Do say? Where's he? 

MAUREEN It's all in the report. 

SHERIFF I can't wait. 

MAUREEN Yes. Well. she, in her fright, Mrs Adinolfi... 
SHERIFF The former Lucy-Eileen Fannone. 


MAUREEN Close enough. She ran right between the drunks and to 
their car which they had driven out onto the ice. 


SHERIFF Also actionable according to ordinance last year. 

MAUREEN TI got that! I wrote it down. In the charges! 

SHERIFF You're up to D minus. 

MAUREEN Anyway, she took off in the car, but couldn't get control 
in her panic. And spun it around a dozen times or so. “In the 
hypercharged emotional atmosphere, I had difficulty achieving the 
requisite control.” 

SHERIFF Silly asshole. Beg pardon again. 

MAUREEN Not at all. Anyway, when she finally got the vehicle 
clear of the lake after missing our furiously dodging and extended 
hero now moaning in there, she came back and hit him, knocking him 
cold--on his back fortunately. 

SHERIFF Skip the fortunately and unfortunatelys. 

MAUREEN Check. The other hero fled. 

SHERIFF I can understand that. 

MAUREEN But before he could get off the ice, she almost got him a 
couple of times too. I alerted Deer River, in which direction he 


was streaking. 


SHERIFF He'll have one frozen ass, he gets that far. 


MAUREEN When she finally got here, after being lost for about two 
hours of literary hysteria... 


SHERIFF Figures. 


MAUREEN I got Dr Swenson, the young one, to come over and examine 
her. 


SHERIFF You're not likely to ask for the older one. 

MAUREEN Of course, she was babbling by then, besides being a 
pronounced shade of blue. I had already been out to the Lake and 
back and had ole Extendo locked up. 

SHERIFF No heater in the car or her too shook to find it? 
MAUREEN Both...or neither. The car was full of snow. 

SHERIFF Was what? 


MAUREEN The two heroes had been drinking most of the day and I 
guess when they got started it was mild. 


SHERIFF Five above or so. 

MAUREEN So the other character evidently had all his windows open 
before the storm hit. By the way I got his name from St. Paul 
Motor Vehicles, but when he phoned he refused to acknowledge it. 
SHERIFF Phoned? 

MAUREEN To give a character reference for El Swello in there. 
SHERIFF I don't think one from President Truman'd help him, but I 
Know that that other pervert'll come after that shitbox car after 
a bit. I deal with him then you can bet your Aunt Fanny! 

MAUREEN They had gone to the wrong lake. 

SHERIFF We got a few. 


MAUREEN Apparently the particular, uh, girl they were seeking- - 
evidently some import since our local young ladies'd never... 


SHERIFF You stop right there cause I heard all the filth I'm 
gonna from that report or you. This here's gotta be business, Red! 


Professional business. It ain’t no schoolgirl game. 

MAUREEN I agree. 

SHERIFF You agree! You don't know what you're agreeing to. 
MAUREEN I do too! 

SHERIFF Criminal Science 1 indeed! 

MAUREEN Might I go professionally on? 

SHERIFF I already told you no, but that'd be a novelty anyways. 
MAUREEN I interpret that as a go-ahead. Well I got there, your 
intern, to the lake, in my OWN car (seventeen and a half miles at 
five cents a mile). I right away found him and put my ski cap over 
it. Well, first I tried to...insert it back in his trousers but 
I'm not that strong. Anyway the pants are not quite made to handle 


it that way or something. 


SHERIFF My God almighty you shouldn't've. You're not supposed 
tOesa'! 


MAUREEN Emergency. Frostbite danger. 
SHERIFF (covering his cars) That's all! That's all! 


MAUREEN (Louder) Rolled him to the car. Eccentrically. Levered 
him in after a bit. 


SHERIFF You just gotta dirty mind is what you got. 


MAUREEN Aw Sheriff, have a heart! Nothing has ever happened to 
me. Ever! I'm pure. In the most technical sense. At its most 
narrow. Uh..well there's some room for debate. 


SHERIFF Shut up ‘cause I ain’t listening. Told you about my own 
daughter, didn't I? 


MAUREEN I initially logged, by the way, a call from 
Mr. Bert Oberman which I duly logged in as complaint 
about cars and drunks on ice, Big Lake. 


SHEIRIFF That's what you was supposed to tell me first? 
That's why it's a lousy report, the biggest reason that is. 


MAUREEN What would you do if I cried? 
SHERIFF Now now. 


MAUREEN Forget it. I haven't cried yet and I won't. I throw 
everything I got into everything I do, and that's all there is 
to it. And if people don't like it, or don't like me, then... 


SHERIFF Oh get off you damn high horse. I'd rather see you cry 
than that. Anyways, never mind any more of this, (shouts) You best 
wake up, young man, if there's your side of this anywheres. 


MAUREEN He did wake up the once to beg me not to tell his mother 
or commanding officer. 


SHERIFF He's in the service? 

MAUREEN On his way to officer's school. 
SHERIFF Figures. 

MAUREEN His plane was grounded. 


SHERIFF (leaping up and striding) Goddamn little bitty town with 
once in a blue moon domestic disturbance or six or seven kids 
pissing into a lake and now it's every day a circus of crime! 

I gotta get me early retirement. Nerves can't take it no more. And 
Doc Swenson, the old one'll sign it. -(He stares at the grain 
elevators on the calendar. ) 


MAUHEEN ...wasS grounded in Minneapolis and then he started 
hitchhiking. A meat truck brought him here. 


SHERIFF Must be Canadian army he was interested in, getting this 
far north. 


MAUREEN I speculated that at a point he mistook north for south, 
while encountering quite a few watering places before he hooked up 
with the other hero at Frozen Assets up on Middle Lake. And that's 
where they hatched their scheme, the other hero apparently knowing 
a real pro in our general vicinity. 


SHERIFF Goddamn disgusting shit takes the cake. 


MAUREEN TI hope not. 


SHERIFF You can go home now. 
MAUREEN What'll I do about my hat? 
SHERIFF (weariest) I'll go see. 
SKIPPER (off) No! Please! 


MAUREEN. Goodness! It must be completely frozen in the up 
position, like a stuck drawbridge or something. 


SHERIFF Keep going on with this flip stuff and you’ll see! 
Attitudes got a lot to do with things. 


MAUREEN Tell him. But I’Ll stop. You got to admit, though, it’s an 
unusual case. 


SHERIFF It's just indecent exposure, take away the comedy. 
Ice Follies! 


MAUREEN It's just stupidity. 

SHERIFF That too. 

MAUREEN I think he’s crying. 
SHERIFF They always cry afterwards. 


MAUREEN He asked fifty times if I could give him a break. I told 
him that ZI couldn't but... 


SHERIFF Uh uh, sister! That silly woman gives to both parties in 
this town, and in the state too. She'd be state committeewoman for 
one or the other if she could do something without falling down. 


Anyways, I give him a break and she burns up the wires to St. 
Paul, and I end up getting the mayor, permanent, on my neck. He 
can only handle one idea at a time and that’d be me. 

No thanks! 


So I can’t see no other way but that he got to go in front of the 
justice and hear this complaint read. No two ways about it. 
After all, the woman saw what she saw and heard what she heard. 


MAUREEN Sheriff! 


SHERIFF Yeah, Sheriff! It’s what I know how to be even with every 
goddamn thing getting more awful every goddamn day! 


MAUREEN Now come on! Three quarters of the people in this 
township have done worse things. 


SHERIFF I’d say half. And they wasn't caught at it. 
So come on now, my ass! What you care about it anyways? 


MAUREEN Maybe I want to take it home. 

SHERIFF I warned you earlier about those damn jokes of yours. 
Jesus Mary and Joseph, the ladies are worse than the men nowadays. 
I swear to God they is! Do they all the time make dirty jokes at 
that damn college now? Is that what they do? 

MAUREEN She's back at the lake by now. Young Doc Swenson was gonna 
drop her off. Why not give her a call? If he answers 

hang up. 


SHERIFF Now why would I wanna do...? For what reason? You answer me 
that. 


MAUREEN You're a veteran. Let's get him to Korea faster. 

SHERIFF Keep talking. I ain’t listening but keep talking. 
MAUREEN She is a somewhat worldly woman and that in there is the 
ALlt American boy! Boy of the month back in Connecticut. Lions 
Club. He showed me his trophy. Picture of it. 


SKIPPER (sobs) I was. Boy of the month! 


SHERIFF Good! You're good at showing things. You can show it to 
the judge. 


SKIPPER (sobs) 
MAUREEN Sheriff! Why be so mean? 


SHERIFF You just shut up. (two beats) And you in there better shut 
up and..(whispers) shut up your cars too. 


MAUREEN He's not hearing a thing. 


SKIPPER I'm not hearing a thing. 
SHERIFF Comes to his senses instantly. Some don't learn so fast. 
MAUREEN Touché. 


SHERIFF All right. I'll try calling the crazy witch. God knows I 
don't want nothing to do with a case like this if I can help it. 
I'm off to the mayor's office. He's ice-fishing so what he don't 
Know won't hurt him. At any rate I don't want you two hearing what 
I say. 


MAUREEN My mouth would be zipped! Zipped! It'd never pass my Lips. 


SHERIFF You can't help yourself. (exiting) If he moves shoot him. 
Enormously engorged! Jesus H. Christ on a bicycle! (exits) 


SKIPPER Oh my God! Oh my God! This isn't happening. I don't 
remember any of it. Nothing! Except cold. Awful awful cold! 
I...just could’ve. I... 


MAUREEN We have an eyewitness. Not the most reliable but reliable 
enough. 


SKIPPER Do you really have a gun? 


MAUREEN I can shoot one. You don't get soft girls up here or or 
sucking whores, either. You bastards with your low bastards' 
Opinions of women! Boy oh boy, we're gonna put the screws down on 
you till you howl. Howl! And I'll love every minute of it. 


And I could shoot you. Boy could I! And give me back my hat. 
Empirical evidence seems to indicate that it's no longer needed. 


SKIPPER Yes. Uh. Yes. Excuse me. Thank you. (tosses in long floppy 
Knitted cap, red, with huge, bulbous, multicolored tassel. ) 


MAUREEN Oh God now I'm turning scarlet. I can feel it. The 
perverted rottenness of this breaks through the asinine comedy or 
something. Gets me deep. The human comedy. It turns us all into 
assholes finally. Makes us all expose ourselves. 


SKIPPER What I did wasn't so... 


MAUREEN Oh yes it was! And don't get encouraged. I'm using 
exposed figuratively. It’s just a whatchacallit. Metaphor. 


SKIPPER You're nice. Really you are. 


MAUREEN ‘Course you operated in strictly the literal range. (giddy 
Laughing) 


SKIPPER I never know if you're ever on my side. Not really. 
MAUREEN Don't count on me cause I don't count. Besides I'm a 
police officer. You’d better count on Mrs Adinolfi being 
reasonable. I know she will--for a small price. 

SKIPPER Whaaaa? 

MAUREEN For me to Know and you to find out. Like just about 
everything, if I can judge from our acquaintance so far. Boy oh 
boy this little job has been an education. 

SKIPPER I’Ll bet, but what did you mean about Mrs...? 

MAUREEN You're the first dickie waver though. Damn but you're 
making me nervous again! I'm starting to get really nervous just 
being here with you. This is serious shit you're into. Yuk! 
It's...awful damn sick stuff, don't you think? 

SKIPPER Please. Don't. I'm not anything like...drunk! 

I got drunk, and went nuts or something. Or showing off before the 
other guy. He said that if I was afraid, then I was a queer! Holy 
Jesus what happened to me? Maybe I got a brain tumor! 


MAUREEN Calm down now and don't worry. You just relax as much as 
you can. 


SKIPPER Thanks...for everything. 
MAUREEN You're just a pervert is all. 


SKIPPER Do you always have the back of that hand ready? You Irish 
or something? It’s meanness. 


MAUREEN They don't jail you for that. 
SKIPPER Maybe they should. 


MAUREEN You’Ll like our more permanent accommodations. Decent and 
clean but with lots of reminders of what a shit you are. I went 


through with my penology class. Not to make another joke. 
SKIPPER God oh please God I’Ll do anything if only..- 


MAUREEN But hell, if you have to be incarcerated you can see the 
priest. 


SKIPPER How...? 


MAUREEN When you showed me your boy of the month picture I saw 
your Army ID and it said R. C. You know, more I think about it, 
when I’m not disgusted or laughing, what...what you did 
was...Catholic. 


SKIPPER Are you crazy? 


MAUREEN No! I think there was something Catholic in what you did, 
that’s all. Repression. Rules. Answers. It all makes sense. And 
all the guilt that comes with the whole freakin package. And your 
mother. 


SKIPPER My mother? 


MAUREEN Like to meet her. One look. Icing ladyfingers for the 
priests in the rectory, typical Catholic sneak. And your father, 
Milquetoast driving the nuns in the station wagon, stopping so 
they can pee at Howard Johnsons. 


SKIPPER Look! I appreciate what you’ve done trying to get the 
sheriff to call that lady, and your hat, but ... I just got drunk. 
There’s no Cath- 


MAUREEN-. Nah. Uh uh. Devils fighting deep in there. Had to bust 
out. The terror of secrets secrets secrets! Bless me Father for I 
have imagined gorgeous sin, infinite perversions of of of of 
penises and breasts and undulating asses stretching to eternity! 
Oh it was Catholic all right. 


SKIPPER Give me the gun. 


MAZREEN And I heard some shit that nuns won’t let little girls 
wear patent leather shoes cause their panties’d reflect. 


SKIPPER I don’t know. I don’t know anything about that or or or 
anything else. I don’t know anything. I’m a zero, a zero! 


AUREEN Now don’t let the word panties throw you. It’s just 
underwear-unless you’re a collector. Then you can cut up the ones 
you’re tired of--say the peach colored, and make bookmarks for 
your missal. 


SKIPPER Oh come on! 


MAUREEN Secrets. Catholic secrets. Shhhhhhhhhhhhhh! 


Scene 2 


On the outside of the window, where snow adds to the pile on the 
Sill in whipping strings, where the frosty-gold panes shudder from 
time to time. We see only their shadowy forms inside. 


SKIPPER He sure doesn’t Like me. 


MAUREEN Who cares? He had to take all those accident reports home 
to straighten out. He’s forgotten you. Actually he’s kind of 
sweet. Phoned my mother to get her okay. She trusts my judgement. 
You do that early up here. 


SKIPPER That a blizzard out there or what? 
MAUREEN Pretty isn't it? 


SKIPPER That come out of you, who suggested a letter to my 
commanding officer. 


MAUREEN What finally sprung you. And he’1l never write it. God 
look at you! You need your mommy along. No boots. Little light 
coat. oh well, you won’t freeze completely by the time I get you 
to Mrs Adinolfi’s for your apology. And she won't press...charges 
that is. 


SKIPPER Thank God, I, I'm sorry for everything and can't wait to 
take my face away. 


MAUREEN Don't mention it. Nothing happens here in winter. It made 
my life. Or summer. 


SKIPPER But how will I get back from the lake? 

MAUREEN Don't you ever look at anybody? You would see red! hair 
and vibrant green eyes...complexion of almond rose! The last alone 
Surpassing your sin! 

SKIPPER Pardon? 

MAUREEN Dr Marius Ohgood begged me to sign up for another 
semester of The Physics of Lechery just so he could see my hair. 
Great man in the field. Magnetic. And lightning fast hands! 
SKIPPER What I said was... 


And now snow feathers down onto the pile on the sill, sticks to 
the panes in champagne- colored crystals. 


MAUREEN And what I said was "car full of snow oh Jesus!" 

SKIPPER Here we go again. 

MAUREEN It’s true, haven’t laughed my full. Sheriff put a lid on 
me and then I had to guard a dangerous prisoner. All ina 
professional manner. Like a minister or a doctor or a lawyer or a 
whore! Professional! It's all as ridiculous as you are. You have 
to give me a full ten minutes. There's too much to laugh at. I‘Ll 
never Laugh again at you--maybe never again anyway, living here. 
SKIPPER Please? Can't we go? 

MAUREEN The red hair’s my ticket out! I don’t play football. 
SKIPPER Football? 

MAUREEN She's dabbing on Evening In Paris right now. 

SKIPPER Don't you ever stop? 


MAUREEN Boy of the month you know shit! What month. March, since 
you’re a soldier, thus Mars? Or is there a month for Priapus? 


SKIPPER It's...immoral. She's...over fifty. 


MAUREEN Jesus Christ the wonderful drunken Catholic riding around 
with another complete bum in a car full of Snow and with hot plans 
for oral rape! And now it's morality! Last refuge of the true 
pervert. Or maybe patriot, too, in your case. 

SKIPPER How would you like me to make fun of you all the time? 


MAUREEN I got three brothers and they're all pulling on it from 
morning till night. 


SKIPPER How interesting. Ever hear of a one-joke play? 

MAUREEN I live one with these damn Swedes around here. In their 
own joke a Swede is entertainment director in Hell. Gives an idea 
of the general gaiety hereabouts. 

SKIPPER I'm walking out of here now, with or without... Oooo0o! 
MAUREEN What? 

SKIPPER Just started shaking! 

MAUREEN Someone walking on your grave. 

SKIPPER I...just can't take any more! 

MAUREEN Oh pretty my mouth and pretty my eyes and pretty oh 
pretty my hair and my eyes and pretty oh pretty my mouth and 

my hair. 

All wind ceases and the pile of snow on the sill seems to be 


glowing from within. The golden panes bloom. 


MAUREEN I'm Catholic too, Skipper. 


7 The Lattice 


What happens at such a time? When finest dust sifts and those 
who walk through it in blinding light become hectic, burnished 
stick figures. Verna was brewing herbal tea, scolding herself for 
making a double portion. At first she thought she gazed through 
her kitchen window at a far, crooked cactus, but it moved. 

When the figure got closer, it darkened and slowed 
extraordinarily, looking like something trapped under an emulsion. 
Squinting somehow brought it back to her vision: an Indian 
carrying a rolled-up army cot. 

“Hey white woman!” it screamed. “Old priest told me to come, 
that you’d have a tea for me.” 

She opened the window and the dust spun in. “I’1l give you 
a tea, but then you go away.” 

“T got nowheres to go! I been everywhere and everybody 
hates me.” 

“I can believe that. Besides, this tea is not like booze, 
it’s medicine.” 


“They told me at the big university hospital I got the 
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big C. And I got it everywheres. The old priest said you would 
have a tea ready for me to take away the pain. I hurt so much 
I ain’t no more drunken Indian!” He staggered as if to dodge 
something trying to crush him. 

“This tea will help. Come onto the porch.” And thus did 
Chuckie Charlie meet Verna. Chuckie, the tribe’s biggest scandal: 
drugs, alcohol, jail terms, even a murder conviction.” 

“I knew you were Chuckie Charlie,” she finally stated on the 
porch, nearly choking in the fiery dust. “I couldn’t even see you 
in all the dust and I knew that. They say you’re utterly no good!” 

“They’re right. But Chuckie Charlie, he put steel in bridge 
and buildings all over the world!” 

“And murdered a man in there somewhere.” 

“No. No murder. Chuckie Charlie, he fight with other drunk 
Indians on balcony in a movie place, New York state. He and 
another stupid one fall off. This other Indian die and Chuckie 
Charlie smash his own head but not enough for sense, for sober. 
Jury say he kill other Indian. But judge say he only give ten 
years about such a mess. Because, like all Indians are crazy, you 
know? White man do such awful things to make him crazy, and then 
blame him for being crazy!” 

“Okay, so you’re not that bad then, right?” 


“I’m worse. But what the hell, I’m dying, Woman. Cancer!” 


84 


“I’m willing to take your word for that. You sure look 
like hell!” 

“T’m here to help you. Keep your place clean. Do any damn 
thing you want.” 

“Another promise, Chuckie Charlie?” 

“I broke all the ones before, White Woman. But this is last. 
Maybe you give me tea, and I feel better, but then I join The 
Great Spirit. He will ask, ‘who was last one kind to you?’-- 
people don’t know that’s first question.” 

Before Verna could respond, he collapsed on the porch. 

She drank her portion of the tea and listened to Mozart on her 
windup record player until she heard him stir. He was coated with 
dust and shivering, heaving dry. Verna set up the cot and sat next 
to him as he sipped the tea. She strangely warmed to him, not a 
romantic stirring, but the recognition of both their fates. 

“Maybe it’s an irony that I tell the biggest bum in the tribe 
first, but I’m through too, Chuckie. Breast cancer. What’s the 
difference? Everyone will know soon enough. At the university 
hospital they want to give me poisons I wouldn’t stock in my 
pharmacy. My herbs are as good. Nothing will work, but my herbs 
don’t make you sicker. At any rate, if you help you can stay. If 
you’re a pain in the ass, I’1l get both the tribal constable and 


the Anglo sheriff.” 
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“You don’t need nobody ‘cause I’1l help you. White Woman. 
You will get weak but I’1l stay strong!” 

“It’s almost funny. You can hardly stand.” Which proved true 
for he stood up and fell back onto the cot. 

“The Great Spirit will hold me up till you die. Maybe we die 
together, White Woman.” 

“Well..no one else is here. I’1l bring you blankets. 
You sleep here on the porch. And tomorrow you better get all the 
dust out of my inside rooms. All my bottles are dusty and I just 
run out of gas every afternoon now. That’s when I did my 
housekeeping.” 

“No more housekeeping for you!” 

“And yet another promise, Chuckie Charlie?” 

“Promise of a dead man must be good.” 

“I’1LlL be home from the hospital at five. You’ll either stay 
or be out on your useless ass!” 


So began their pact. Based on almost nothing, in a way. 


As if we reach the lonely place where fatal lines converge, 


and a stranger climbs the lattice to pass the fatal time with us. 


One morning Chuckie Charlie found a herb in the canyon- - 


bright purple with yellow stripes. Verna couldn’t find it in her 
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books, but Chuckie Charlie knew that Indians called it Twilight 
Ghost, a reputed tonic. 

She ground it and they took it mixed with water. She filled 
two marbled theme books with her notes, asking Chuckie Charlie a 
series of questions every evening. In a sketch book, she 
painstakingly drew it in colored inks. Verna sent a sample of the 
powder and a small sprig of the plant to an acquaintance at the 
Botany Department of the university—after failing to get it to 
germinate in a broken cup on her windowsill. He immediately passed 
it to a drug company researcher he knew. During the many years it 
took to synthesize, its nickname in the lab was Infuriating Verna. 
Finally they succeeded and the drug, a valid treatment for some 
unique cancers, is named Inverna-F. 

It had provided Verna and Chuckie Charlie with a few month’s 
remission. They went to the canyon every evening and sat for hours 


bundled together in chill moonlight. 


8 Old Priest 


Old Priest lives in a teepee, painted with cadaverous horses, 
a tourist remnant next to small store which has fallen down. 

He was never priest either on or off the reservation. 

And as the ruins rearrange themselves in desert wind, he 
stares at them for visions. 

Like most old Indians he nods at gossip as if to say yes this 
is so, this is human, we have seen it before and will again. 

And so with the story that Chuckie had raked up the brush 
between Verna’s cabin and the tribal hospital, set a fire and 
threw his cot on top. 

Constance Morningbird concluded, “He’s in her bed so he don’t 
need his stinking cot no more. And the two of them looking like 
they’re almost dead! I had literature at the junior college. 

The Greeks made fires Like that and threw their crap on it. 
Then they threw themselves on it. They were even crazier than 
Indians.” 


“The Great Spirit has decided his way for those two. 
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We must not judge.” He told her to take a handful of M&Ms from a 
jar he kept filled. 

“Thanks for the candy, but I’m a Christian and I know what 
wrong is, Old Priest!“ 

Later, two teens smoked Camels in the ruins. After awhile, he 
told them to throw away the cigarettes and he’d give them M&Ms. 
One challenged him. “You’re smart, Old Priest, so tell us what’s 
the loudest sound in the world?” Before he could answer, the other 
youth shot out “Two skeletons fucking on a tin roof!” 

“You mean Chuckie Charlie and white Verna fucking on a tin 
roof!” the first corrected. They both laughed, rolling in the dust 
at Old Priest’s feet. 

He asked them to sit with him again, the three of them 
holding hands. “Why not? We’re not afraid of your Mumbo Jumbo,” 
one said. 

“Her name will flow in the blood of the world,” Old priest 
finally concluded in a hoarse whisper. 

“What's it mean?” one boy questioned later. 

“T don’t know, but that screwing on a tin roof joke is bad 
medicine. If we tell it again, something bad will happen.” 

“Oh yeah? And if we think Indian that way, we’ll never get 


off this stupid reservation.” 


9 Pyramid of Sergeants 


90 


In a darkening bronze, three men sit at a white table. 
Above, a pale umbrella floats. In the middle of the table... 
what looks to be an antique-gold pyramid. The three, 
outlined in grains of trembling light, laugh in a jazzy, 
syncopated way. 

What happens to laughter at such a time when purples 
insinuate sooty golds in the sky? And luminous deer watch 
from the mouth of black woods? 

“Yeah. Right. Korea. Land of the Morning Calm. And afternoon. 
Evening too, yeah, at least after the war when all you could do is 
sit around and fart for entertainment. Not like my first tour 
there when we got our assholes reamed from the Yalu River to 
Sweet-smelling Pusan. But I was infantry then, gentlemen, a 
soldier! Not yet among you 4-F commandos of the Ordinance Corps, 
fucking up all manner of weapons and jeeps and tanks. 

“That happened in Vietnam, where they sent a killer to repair 


binoculars? What a waste!” The speaker adds another to the 
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flickering pyramid of beercans in the center of the white table. 
“Well, hell now! You two old sergeants liked the shit smell 
of Pusan. Reminded you of your redneck outhouses.” 

The two other men chuckle, and offer wavering toasts in the 
deepening twilight, such gestures telling him to go on. 

“They use human shit for fertilizer there, as you two 
grizzlies know! Got stuck out one night on maneuvers, carved out a 
squash and slept in it! 

“But that never happened, of course. All you have to know in 
this world is what didn't happen. And old sergeants know things 
that never happened better than anybody. Anyway, what did happen, 
believe it our not, is that the war ended just about when I eased 
into my second tour there. That’s why they sent me: End the war! 
Yes Sir! Right away Sir! 

“Taking on too much authority? You got wit deficit there, 
Sergeant? Just the opposite I know--perpetually breaking my 
balls! Anyway, what I do know is that you and me and all the other 
sergeants run the fuckin army, which is conveniently forgotten in 
peacetime. Hell in wartime too! Oh what am I talking about? 
Preaching to the choir! Christ Almighty, worse than a crying drunk 


or something. Leave me fish another brew out here.” 
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He pushes aside a hunk of black, bobbing ice to get a 
dripping can. Pops the tab, and the tiny spray picks up flecks of 
purple light. 

“You know something?--besides this being a mighty small 
pyramid of empties for a trio of professional drunks like us? 

We have served well, but never learned to ask the basic questions. 
Now what do you think of that shit? My kids said I could never 
ask the basic questions, most lately about Vietnam, naturally. 

“Nam! The most fucked up war ever! Besides ruining the 
country and all that shit, it ruined my life too. Busted up my 
marriage, lost me a son up in Canada. 

“Yeah, well the pain of Mickey being a draft dodger was 
nothing. He drowned up there, and that tore the fuckin heart right 
outa me!” Browsing deer look up for an instant. “It just tore... 

“Well, that’s a very lovely thing to say. I appreciate that. 
Nobody on the outside could ever imagine the hearts of pure gold 
in this man’s army! Too busy clawing at each other. Besides making 
fun of us as so many rubes! 

“But can you imagine? Fuckin Canada? You don’t have to tell 
me about family. You don’t have to tell me about country. My other 
son, he went to Nam and now he hates me for it, like I engineered 
the war or something. Ain't that some kind of insane hippie shit? 
“They spit on him when he got back. In San Francisco airport they 
Spit on him. I don’t know if I believe him. That was a story 


before he came back. Some kids adopt a story ‘cause they like 
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hearing it. So they plunk themselves in the middle! But if it’s 
true, if it really happened, then welcome to the world of 
soldiering! 

“My country right or wrong and who gives a shit? Anyway, I don’t 
believe anybody spit on him. A myth he Liked putting himself into, 
as I Say. 

“Truth the first casualty in war, you say, handsome Sarge?— 
and that ain’t tough, the other two of us being so ugly. 

“Everywhere I’d say. And who gives a shit? I didn’t answer 
that previously, did I? A real question, not what the officers 
call rhetorical. Well the answer is we do. The Sergeants. The 
engine! And all that crap pouring out of the TV about Vietnam! 

And never the soldiers' side, the troopers'! The kid soldier 
maybe, crybaby, but never the old trooper’s side! He takes what's 
given. Drop him down anywhere in the world and he gets it 
fuckin done! 

It’s only politics takes time. Fuckin Vietnam! What happened 
to us? The professionals lost! Our trade and we lost at it, 
finally. Won all the battles and lost the war. Figure out that 
fuckin one! Anyway, Heartbreak City! 

“Yeah yeah yeah, so you and me and all you sergeants know it 
already, but we gotta be reminded. Maybe that last reminder’lLl 


pull the barrel out of your mouth, right? Or put it back in there. 
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Take your choice. Fuck it! Open up your eyes and look at those 
deer out there. Ever see anything that fuckin beautiful? It’s like 
they sucked the light into their coats. Look at that one, his skin 
jumping like Lightning or something. 

“Well, here’s to great company and this beautiful place. 
Right at this very minute the best spot on earth. Yeah...there was 
a lot wrong in Nam, and not just ‘cause the politicians were 
always dragging your balls down. There was the leadership there. 
Piss-poor Officers. I come close to fragging one little sucker, 
I’tl tell you. Whoops, getting my wars mixed up: That was Korea. 
But I know about a lot of fraggings in Nam. Officers killed by 
friendly fire, Uh huh. Temporary cures. Hey, tell the truth to 
each other but don’t foul the nest. 

“So the politicians dance, and the people eventually just 
give up. But the sergeant butts dumbly on! 

“Think about that...” falls his voice, falls and the black 
woods themselves seem to moan, deer in pale outline. 

“T knew it all once. Hey, when you’re young and full of hot 
shit ready to explode, you know it all. Like this young lieutenant 
in Korea. Skipper. He got on my case a lot of times back then. 
Twenty years ago? And for what? Not asking the basic questions, or 
however it was expressed back then by the college boys. Like suits 


change their fuckin styles, you know? I don’t know. Something I 
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was doing wrong, or thinking wrong, that all the young pissers 
Knew, was born knowing. Oh yeah! 

“Hey! Can’t even see you boozers now. WelL..just. Now what the 
hell’s approaching? That come up out of Chesapeake Bay or 
something? Halt! Who fuckin goes there?” 

Two barely-discernable figures with silvery sticks come 
towards them. 

“Didn’t Know this here was the post golf course. I just come 
over here to the snack bar ‘cause they had the enlisted men’s club 
closed for renovations. Expanding it for the next war. Pardon me 
while I sing. Ohhhhhh, what makes the grass grow so green in 
Aberdeen? Why, chickenshit!” 

Lightest breathing is heard one ball clinks into a cup...then 
another. 

“They’re playing by Braille, if you ask me. I did that plenty 
but not on no golf course. Okay okay okay, I’ll get back to the 
squirt lieutenant, but you’re gonna wish I didn’t ‘cause you’re 
gonna find out something you don’t really wanna know. You guys are 
hard, grizzlies, but nobody’s hard enough. So it was Skipper 
in Korea. Ain’t that some name for a man? But what the fuck, it 
was the new army back then. Ain’t it always? Always new everything 
everywhere. Can’t keep fuckin up with it except it’s always S.0.S. 


Same ole shit. 
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“Yeah, our most sober sergeant, I agree with you: new and old 
at the same time! Now how could that be? Our rigid military minds 
couldn’t hold such a concept! Impossible! 

“Anyway when you’re young, you’re fuckin unique and that’s 
all there is to it. You think you’re some kind of indestructible 
angel whose lies, even, are holy! Screw a snake and say it was 
for science. And ain’t it a wonder the lady’s crotches don’t melt 
right out of their panties with you a hundred yards away? 

“Anyway, managed to find twenty gallons of alcohol that 
Crazy-ass day. Then five pairs of Binoculars got us a couple of 
cases of oranges from a navy ship at Pusan. Hey! Since we took our 
chances on the plague, let the swabies flirt around with scurvy. 
Hemorrhagic fever they called it in Korea, from the fleas of rats. 
I guess we all remember plopping down into stinking foxholes in 
the middle of drowned and poisoned rats. Just so some guy’d feel 
safe in his Cadillac, and a mortar won’t be lobbed between him and 
his Honey in bed at the Bluebird Motel. 

“Hey! Good luck to him! We protect everybody. Just ain’t 
sensitive is all. So, Old Sergeants! Then, some not so old 
sergeants celebrated the end of the Korean War with a fuck it and 
forget it mule-kick potion called Screwdrivers ina fifty five 


gallon drum with its top cut off. Everything in excess! 
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“Why hell, if we could drop this bunch of grizzlies back 
there now, we wouldn't miss a beat. Most of my life seems to 
consist of going back and doing things I did before, walking up to 
somebody you haven’t seen in twenty years, and saying something 
like hey, you was telling me how the old lady fucked you up good. 
She complete the job yet? 

“But screw all that ‘cause we was dipping in there with those 
huge aluminum mess cups, big blue ice bobbing around! In all that 
dusky orange! That smell like gasoline and vodka and acid orange 
Like to burn out hairs in your nostrils! And just like this ice 
beside me melting down here in Aberdeen, Maryland. 

And twenty years or so between two pretty blue hunks of ice 
and...the same hunk. The same hunk. No years. ALl of life is 
fuckin deja vu, soldier’s life a any rate. Well anyway, all you 
heard back then were sipping noises and sighs, and we wanted to go 
on that way forever in that dark green air of that buttoned-up 
tent where you had to drink ‘cause you couldn’t breathe. Once in a 
while you’d hear a dogface yell, but from further away than those 
deer there. They’re playing basketball back then while us 
sergeants drink ourselves senseless for our country. 

“And all the while there were some smart guys somewhere just 
firing those basic questions all over the lot. Hundred a minute. 


Unless you’re a soldier and it’s fuck the basic questions or what 
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ever you wanna call them ‘cause if you’re a soldier, you got the 
only security: Follow the orders and forget the shit, and the 
shitters, behind them. 

“ALL the diarrhea of the mouth in this country! 

“And if the orders make even less sense than usual, well then 
we know just how to do nothing, or how to Stepinfetchit till the 
officers get the right ideas. That’s a sample of our art, and it 
ain’t in any book or on TV neither. You feel your way through his 
fuckin life. That’s the art of it, all right. 

“And yet with my wife and boys...? 

“Ain’t it though? A real complicated life. I agree: C is a 
good grade in life and love, but I want A in everything and that’s 
why my guts grind, I suppose. Well anyway this fuckbrain 
Lieutenant, this Skipper, he really got to me the day the Korean 
War ended. Twenty seven July, nineteen and fifty three if I ain’t 
mistaken, gentlemen. 

“As I said, I was kinda inside a big booze bore like this, no 
offense. Anyway, we’re not built to watch fairy captains putt in 
their pretty little Bermuda shorts. But, hell, let anybody shoot 
for any hole they want, right?” 

The golfers leave in their car, headlights sweeping pockets 
of mist. In one a buck nibble leaves, lifting his head at the 


droning of the car. 
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“Anyway, they had stopped playing games with the peace terms 
at Panmunjohn, and we got out of that war. In anticipation of 
which, I had been working on a chrome-plated forty-five to trade 
to the division supply sergeant for alcohol. Legal as you old 
ordinance types know for cleaning lenses. I wrapped the 
requisition around the pretty gun, and would you believe he found 
some when none was in stock? 

Repeating about the alcohol? Well, it hadda come from 
somewhere! I’m just trying to get everything straight for you two. 
The facts!” 

“Then someone pushes a flap aside and you could see these 
kids playing basketball against the absolute fuckin gold of the 
rice paddies. Knock your eye out, and those screwdrivers 
Sliding down! You bank those moments and draw on them for a 
lifetime. And I don’t mean just the drinking, but what everything 
looks like and the stories of everybody..yeah I can listen too! 

I can! 

“But back then, the quiet settles in and it all gets 
all ...stretchy...I don’t know, the time I mean. I don’t know how 
to say it, but it’s living at any rate. 

“So in all that lovely green and orange and blue funk, in 
bursts this squirt shavetail of a lieutenant, and in the middle of 


my sigh, the longest fuckin one ever exhaled by man! This damn 
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Lieutenant Skipper! Get the troops to the messhall, compulsory 
lecture!” 

“The war’s over and he’s by the book! A historic first 
for him! He’s gonna read the sermon to the company that the 
Pentagon sends down in a kit, and with all the answers answered 
for you if anybody’s stupid enough to ask. You know, how we hadda 
stop Chinese Charlie in Chunchon or he’d rape every woman and half 
the men in the shopping plazas around Atlanta. Well you know the 
shit that they said, and in Nam too, though they was called on 
it there.” 

“As we know, Gentlemen, the reason for war is war. War is the 
reason!” Deer approach closer, their coats twitching in black 
Silver. “But it didn’t do no good to tell him Hey, Lieutenant! 
War’s over. 

“There was a conversation then. All bets off, with both of us 
shouting, but there was no deer to run away, just sweating GIs and 
ossified sergeants. And I was telling him what you never should 
say, that the dogfaces don’t give a shit about the fuckin 
propaganda. They’d just as soon listen to the other side’s. 

“T lost the debate and soon we were all sitting in the 
messhall, all arms and legs and stinking breath and soaking 
fatigues. Armpits and assholes! But he went on and on with the 


stupid lecture, this Skipper, till I couldn’t stand it anymore. 
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‘Hey Lieutenant! These poor dogfaces don’t care about 
Communism. And the gooks don’t know what it is neither when their 
asshole officers explain it to them. And they was fighting for it. 

"We’re dogfaces is all, and all we know is we haven’t been 
killed. So why not we all have a fuckin drink for Jesus Christ’s 
sake? And you come back to the sergeant’s tent...’? 

“Communists! Nazis! Shit! How many times have I listened to 
the asshole wisdom of officers and smiled my sergeant’s smile like 
it was nailed to my fuckin face? But the other guy is bad! Bad! No 
fuckin doubt. 

When I was really young, I transported a German prisoner and 
we got lost for a week crawling through bombed-out cities looking 
for women and booze. 

I’m Godfather to his youngest, a girl with her own girl now. 
Of course! He was a sergeant! An international nation of 
sergeants!” 

He assumes another voice as the other two shift in their 
squeaky metal chairs. “Then this Skipper says ‘Your opinions are 
interesting, Sergeant. We will go into them and any other 
questions in the context of the question and answer period.’ 

He had started with a shriek and ended in a fuckin wandering 
whisper, and right then I knew I did a bad fuckin thing ‘cause the 


sonabitch was cracking and he was just trying to give some 
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discipline to himself, really, to the troopers too, but mostly to 
hold himself together. Hey we were all crazy there. He just took 
it up a notch. His eyes...just terrified. All you could see was 
whites. He even woke the troops up, so fuckin crazy his act. 

“Next, he’s out of there with me chasing. I had my own kids! 
I’m trying to make it right, somehow, ‘cause my pride’s in killing 
people, not hurting them. That sounds weird to anybody else but I 
can say it to you guys. One of the things I gotta say. And you two 
know now what I knew back then: our pride’s to turn ourselves 
inside out to make things right, and if I had any idea he was so 
shaky, I’d shut up while he spouted his stupid lecture for hours! 

“It’s one of the things burnt the shit out of my life! 

“Are there others? I wondered when you two’d really start 
breaking it off! Anyway, I had dismissed the dogfaces before I 
started to run after the crazy lieutenant, and I could hear their 
buzzing in back of me, his leading me into a little canyon off the 
Side of our company area. And right then it was more trouble! 
‘Cause I had dumped out a lot of surplus shit there I didn’t feel 
Like inventorying--little replacement lenses and shit like that. 

“And now these blue lenses begin the part you won’t believe. 
Glowing! Under bushes and weeds, glowing, burning! Skipper 
screaming to high heaven about nothing, but all the starch just 


goes out of my legs and I just fuckin sink down, nothing to 
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breathe, air sucked out like before a thunderstorm or something! 
But real fire-like, with this lousy chemical taste. 

“Son! I croak, and he turns around with those fuckin white 
eyes, and all of a sudden, FUFFFFF! He’s blotches of fire, a 
string! He drops like a rock and these white blotches skitter off 
him and roll around the whole fuckin place, making those Lenses 
melt like blue rushing water, little whitecaps from the aluminum 
casings! And fuckin smoke smoke! coming up from young Skipper! 

“T scream the fuckin loudest I can scream and these medics 
are rushing by me and where the fuck did they come from? 

And then this one-star slitty-eye general plants himself in 
front of me. I’m still screaming, and can’t stop, and it 
sounds like somebody else is, not me. Screaming I mean. And shapes 
come and go in that black smoke. 

‘The lieutenant will be all right. Fine. No Sweat. And ... 
nothing happened, you got that? You’ve been around long enough to 
Know what I mean. Everything’1Ll be fine.’ 

“ALL I knew is they had fucked up their little chemical 
exercise, and that they thought they were miles from any GIs with 
their fuckin shooting-around white fire! It was horrible! 

“Hey! But thank God it never happened. Like a lot of things 
that happened and it’s nice to know they didn’t, right? 


That’s what they call History. 
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“And Skipper, kid Lieutenant, doesn’t check into a veterans’ 
hospital every month or so for tests. And I don’t get a couple of 
raging strep throats a year, real fierce bastards because they’re 
caused by something never happened. 

“Didn’t some Hitler doctor pour concrete into cunts? 
Education! It’ll save the world. And ain’t it a strange love? 

“But Gentlemen! After all is said and done, we are soldiers! 
Oh there’s bitching, but absolutely no one can ever understand the 
pride! Only us! 

“A soldier will not allow his duty to be troubled, but when 
he lay him down to sleep, God puts a fuckin ton of bricks on 
his chest!” 

The three men will sleep, their heads on the table; the deer 
having spirited away. 

“Skipper!” Sarge will spout in dreams, the other two 
mumbling. And then, “Oh my little Mickey. Let me go down in the 


water with you.” 
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10 California — The Return of Vietnam 
Prisoners 


-a television script 


Act 1 


LATE AFTERNOON. THREE YOUNG MEN WATCH A 
COLOR TELEVISION SET WHICH HAS A TWISTED 
CLOTHES HANGER FOR AN ANTENNA. 


A RUST-STAINED JOCKSTRAP HOLDING A FEW DRIED 
FLOWERS WEIGHS ONE END. 


THE PICTURE IS SNOWY AND SLIPS OFTEN, BOTH 
VERTICALLY AND HORIZONTALLY. IT RESEMBLES 
TINTED MILK AT TIMES. 


ACID ROCK THEME HAMMERS. IS REPEATED 
THROUGHOUT, MOSTLY MUTED 


CAMERA FRAMES TV PICTURE AND WE RECOGNIZE 
SOLDIERS APPROACHING FOR AN INSTANT, 
THEN ALL SLIPS, AND SNOW MORE PRONOUNCED. 


CAMERA TRAVELS PAST TV TO BALCONY RAIL, 
OCEAN SCENE WITH A FEW SAILBOATS. 


JACK (off) 
We shouldn't watch this. 


SLOW FADE INTO DOC 


DOC 
Why not? 
JACK 
(enters) 
We'll fuck it up. 
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DOC 
Quite the opposite. 


CUT TO COFFEE. 


COFFEE 
No, you're wrong, Doc. These poor suffering 
fuckers might have to go right back to 
Vietnam and be prisoners all over again on 
account of us. Better shut it off. I got 
fuckin enough to be responsible for. 


A BLIND OF THE APARTMENT BALCONY SHAKING, 
TV BLEACHED OUT A MOMENT 


See! We're spilling California into that 
thing: flimsy flashy sleazy copulating 
electronic fluid. 


DISCRETIONARY SHOTS OF THE THREE, ESPECIALLY 
OF COFFEE, WHO WILL UNDERGO MANIC 
DEVELOPMENT THROUGHOUT 

JACK 
Here's Kissinger saying something. 

COFFEE 
Only a commercial, Jack, my boy. 
He's offering his bronze-coated shit to 
other Jews. Why don't you take him up on 
it, Doc? 

DOC 

I don't wear it on my sleeve. 


AN ORANGE SWATH OF LIGHT SPLASHES IN, 
BLEACHING OUT THEM, THE PICTURE, ALMOST 
COMPLETELY. 


DOC 
(staggered) 
Christ! Like heroin. 


COFFEE 
Plus other forms of shit. 


JACK 
Here they come down the ramp! Could've 
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been me. I led a charmed life in Nam. 

COFFEE 
Give me your tired, your whores, your jaded 
faggots yearning to blow free. the scheming 
kikes to fuck us sore. I lift my cock 
beside the chemical shore. 

JACK 
Well will you look at the old Sarge there! 
Stripes and stripes and stripes. I never 
raised my dad to be a soldier. 


DOC 
He's a hard-ass, yes? Like your father, 
Jack? 


COFFEE 

Shut the fuck up will you, Doc? His brother 
was a soft-ass draft dodger in Canada. 
It balances out. Everything always fuckin 
balances out! Live long enough and it all 
calms down to absolute zero. That's when you 
die but didn’t notice. 

JACK 
One of our boys in Canada! That was my good 
brother Mickey! Salute! 

COFFEE 
And he died there did your Mickey. Why 
don't you give him a medal, Nixon? Pin it to 
his swollen, drowned chest. 


DOC 
That's Canada. We don't own that yet. 
Not entirely. 


COFFEE 
Yeah we do, and if we stick enough tortillas 
up our southern neighbors’ ass... 

JACK 
Is that who that is? Tricky Dicky? How can 
you tell with that squirming picture? 

COFFEE 
I hear crying. No, whining. 

JACK 
Mickey was a saint. He did what I was 
afraid to do. I went to Vietnam like a good 
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Little puppy, 


COFFEE 

Sergeant-Daddy's good little puppy, that 
you? 

And Saint Mickey? Maybe yes, maybe no. 
Probably maybe. Give me one of those beers, 
Doc. 


DOC 
Give? Everything has its price. But here 
you go! We are not amused, Coffee. 

COFFEE 
Yuk! Diabetic piss! Cali-fuckin-fornia 
brew. Scum carbonated! 


DOC 
And that, Coffee, is not of the moment. 
What is is Nixon, or whoever that is, can't 
get that medal on that...captain? 


COFFEE 

Open your mouth a little wider, Jew. Then 
I can put my cock in to pay you for the beer 
fair and round. 


JACK 
My brother painted landscapes. Utah! The 
West! Beautiful! Jesus! 

DOC 
Except for the moral Landscape. 

COFFEE 


Heavy! Is something stuck up in your kikey 
ass, Doc? 


DOC Coffee, you are far 
beneath contempt. Why I’m drawn to you. 


I don't Know ... it's not just that you're 
an anti-Semitic slime-snorting pig. It's 
much much more. You disgust me so entirely 
that I can't stay away from you. Your 
depravity transcends. 


COFFEE 
The Chosen People By A. Hitler. 
Now available in paperback, cassette, and 
t-shirt. And if you call right now...! 
The number in New Jersey is.. 

JACK 
Nixon-President, or whatever that is, 
still struggling with that captain. 


COFFEE 
Who's leading? 

JACK 
Let's turn it off. I been there. 

COFFEE 
How were the sluts? 

JACK 
Like us. 

COFFEE 
No better than that? Shit! 

DOC 


I don't want to sound interested, but what 
was it like, Vietnam? 

JACK Coffee already 
touched on it. 


COFFEE 
What I tell you, fuckin Doc? I know it all. 
Regular California prophet. They'll make me 
a saint when I stop jerking off. Catholic 
church got rules. 


DOC 
Or maybe just promise to. 
JACK 
Nam was the Zenith Chromacolor at Mom's. 


COFFEE 
Explode a gook for Mother's Day. 

JACK 
I walked into the news one day. Fuckin 
cables all crisscrossed on the crappy ground 
and Dan Rather and Morley Safer. ‘Just who 
is this trespasser on the set?’ they fuckin 
hiss. Hiss! 
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COFFEE 
And you neither Jew nor black. 

JACK 
I’m blinking in all of the fuckin mercury 
lights. “I'm a grunt here to die,” 
I tell them. 


DOC 
Aren't we all? 

COFFEE 
Don’t get literary. Jack was a real grunt. 

JACK 


What the fuck else they gotta know, right? 
I'm a grunt here to die. Then this old- 
fashioned ball-breaking sergeant like my 
daddy screams ‘GET THE FUCK OUTA HERE. 

You got no makeup. And all of yuz keep your 
fuckin heads down!’ 


Well they got pretty conciliatory then, 
“cause they needed me. Dan Rather even give 
me a CBS pocket calendar. With a real eye 
embedded in it. 


It was then that I got to feeling pretty 
good about war. Warm. You just wait around 
for cues. But don't be too aggressive. 
It's TV's war. 


DOC 
It just sees what's there. 


(stuttering) That's ALl Folks! 

COFFEE 
No way, Jew amigo. That boob tube looks out 
at a mirror. Mirrors looking at mirrors ad 
infinitum. Where's truth in that? Where's 
justice? You're lucky to escape with your 
anti-balls. 


DOC 
That’s life. 
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COFFEE 
How the fuck would you know? 


JACK 
I floated around the rural portions of Nam, 
always in a cloud of white powder so they 
couldn't photograph me. 
COFFEE 
Good thinking! 


JACK 
When it became time to leave, went to Saigon 
to look up the schedule. Actually it was on 
the back of the card Dan Rather give me. 

COFFEE 
Keep your facts straight. We rely on that 
in this country. It's how we Lie. 

JACK 
The next execution of the little guys in 
black pajamas was coming up. I knew they'd 
cover that on the networks. 


DOC 
Commercial value. 

JACK 
Got to the first show and went suck! right 
into a Norelco color camera. 


Fucked if I didn't end up falling right out 
of a RCA monster of another camera in Grant 
Park Chicago where I'm choking on gas and 
tripping on cables. 


And there are four thousand fuckin lights 
this time! Cops and cops, some looking like 
my daddy, are clubbing the living shit 

out of me! “Hold off you motherfuckers! I'm 
a veteran of a fuckin foreign war!” 


DOC 
That's a disgrace! 


COFFEE 
Fuckin Longhaired hippy is what you is. 
And trying to disrupt the convention of the 


party of the poor! 

JACK 
Well I'll tell you I'm just blood and 
gristle by then. On my hands and knees 
drooling out a little lake of blood and 
phlegm when one of the men in blue is trying 
to get my pants down so he can ram his club 
up my rectum. 


COFFEE 
With all the other fatso fascist cop-voyeurs 
Cuming into their leiderhosen. 

DOC 
Next time, you'll get a haircut--waited too 
long. Anyway, was probably just a young 
Republican seeking romance. 

JACK 
"Where's Walter Cronkite?” I scream. He'll 
STOP this! 


COFFEE 
Where's Spiro Agnew? Our president of vice. 


JACK 
He was there! Selling garlic, big strings 
of garlic around his neck, walking among the 
floodlights and pot and bomb-smoke in 
sandals, stepping over bodies. 


DOC 
I think that's him now. On the tube. 
COFFEE 
Dicky's kissing him French. Should be 
Greek. Nixon fucks up the protocol again. 


DOC 
Dicky's got a Military-Industrial complex. 


COFFEE 
Shut up a fuckin minute, Doc! Spiro's gonna 
pronounce syllables. 
JACK 
I'd frag that fucker! Him? Lead me against 
the gooks? Get a couple of slugs in his 
back! 
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DOC 
Hey, give him a few bucks instead. That’s 
his specialty. 


COFFEE 
Goddamn him! I had a humungous fuckin hardon 
before he greased up the screen. And now 
its sunk down in my shorts..and right at the 
entrance of the non-metaphoric whores here! 


ANGELA AND CHERUBA BURSTING ONTO THE BALCONY 


DOC 
Irony in everyday life. 


COFFEE 
Tonight you fly back East with raw cunts 
under your seatbelts but for now you are? 


CHERUBA 
Angela and Cheruba! 

COFFEE 
The pure and the fat. 

ANGELA 
And fuck you too, you unpatriotic 
male-chauvinist-pig fucker. 

DOC 


Interesting command of the idiom, but why 
so hostle? 


CHERUBA 
Her mother was raped to end World War Two. 
DOC 
It worked. 
COFFEE 


Bound up the visual suspects. They’re all 
dicks, like Nixon. 

ANGELA 
Just let me spread out the goodies. 

JACK 
Start with your legs. 

COFFEE 
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Jack! I'm surprised at you. You veterans 
should have more respect for each other. 


Ah hah, uh, Cheruba! Who were you last night 
when I royally fucked up the orgy? And bye 
the bye I thank you two for returning, and 
obviously taking leave of your senses. 

CHERUBA 
I’m taking the fifth amendment about last 
night. 


ANGELA 
Me three. Can’t remember a thing. 

CHERUBA 
Two or four things maybe, but not one. 

ANGELA 


Almost nothing happened last night, fuckin 
Coffee, ‘cause you went bananas. 

COFFEE 
An understatement, but look at those lovely 
pills in Cheruba’s hammy hand! 


SLOMO SHOT OF GIRLS’ SPREADING PILLS ON A 
TABLE 
DOC 
A veritable rainbow! 
JACK 
I’m sticking with red white and blue ones- - 


patriot’s sundae. 


COFFEE 


(throws back a handful} 
0-ooo0000 I feel like I’m shrinking! 

ANGELA 
Good! That’ltl rule out the foolish orgy. 
I like my degradation slow, over long long 
years. I’m female. 

COFFEE 
Good! Give me another handful. My whole 
body is getting sucked up into my cock. 
I’m a walking talking hardon. 

CHERUBA 
And I thought you were just wearing a purple 
Sherlock Holmes hat. 
DOC 
Literary! 

ANGELA 
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I’ll take one to go. 

COFFEE 
Why not stick around and eat it here? 

CHERUBA 
You know, the three of you really make us 
vomit, but especially you, Coffee, but... 

ANGELA 
we admit that you were the grossest, most 
sophomoric pigs we could find in LA. 


CHERUBA 
Then it’s back to the convent. 

JACK 
Not a real convent. 

ANGELA 


No. At least that’d have a purpose. Unlike 
all our lives. 

JACK 
Hey, what do I care for your good opinions? 
I’m a grunt. Here to die. 


DOC 
We’re all grunts. What choice is there 
under Fascism? 

COFFEE 
Hey what’s in these pills? Seriously, I 
fuckin near just swallowed my tongue. 


CHERUBA 
They attack the central nervous system. 
ANGELA 
Macrame it. 
COFFEE 
I’tl buy that. 
DOC 
Shit yeah. Everybody needs a hobby. 
ANGELA 
Doc! You sounded like Coffee then. 
CHERUBA 


Yeah, stay your separate selves. There are 
recognized varieties of swine. 
ANGELA 
And don’t take too many, Doc! Really, we 
don’t want you to end up like Coffee. 
CHERUBA 


You wouldn’t like to be like him, would you? 


DOC 
Intensely. Never to care? I want never to 
care like that. 

COFFEE 
You just listen to Father Coffee, Jew. 
Convert, and we’ll save the world. 


ANGELA 
Convert what? 

COFFEE 
Nothing. 

ANGELA 
Exactly! 

DOC 
These things are mercury! 

COFFEE 


I hope not. But look! I’m shaking all 
over. Ooooops, there go my art appreciation 
cells. Scorched right out! And there went 
my bowling cells. 

JACK 
That ain’t..C-ricket. 

COFFEE 

Never mind that, fast-fading Jack! 
But look at Doc! Like jello. Rhythm! 
They’re born with it. But he stops! Just 
when you notice, he stops. But I say, chaps, 
is that the greasy return of Spiro to 
the tube? 


ANGELA 
How can you tell? 

CHERUBA 
You get totally lousy reception. 

COFFEE 


Pay up, shaking Jew, ‘cause Spiro’s after 
you. He knows you’re the New York Times. 
DOC 
You gotta nickel for Ole Jew-Nigger? 
Sir? Ma’am? 
ANGELA 
Yuk! Keep away from me, Doc. 


COFFEE 
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Question of taste. She doesn’t like Yids. 


CHERUBA 
You’re all so low-down dirty-disgusting! 
So completely disgusting! And stupid! I 
mean we came out here for the dark night of 
soul and got the Marx Brothers. 


ANGELA 
Low farce. The Lowest! 


COFFEE 
You aint seen nothin yet! This California, 
rotting and seedy and stinking of maggotty 
garbage with the fuckin sun puking into 
the sea, an oil slick dotted with rubbers. 


DOC 
Don’t forget ... earth ... whatshisface ... 
quake. Those plates are grinding under us 
right now. Don’t ever forget it. 

ANGELA 
Whose fault is that? 

COFFEE 
You can be witty after you’re fucked, 
Angela. 


ANGELA 
I can’t wait. 

CHERUBA 
Nor I. Who’ll drive us to the airport? 

JACK 
What makes ... think alive? 

COFFEE 
Go back into you coma, Jack. 

ANGELA 


Oh oh! Last night you promised no rough 
stuff. 

CHERUBA 
It’s been nice. 


COFFEE 
Relax. And fuck geology. It’s what 
produced California. 


ANGELA 


So so..hh, brilliant, you probably think. 
But hardly reassuring. 


CHERUBA 
Where’s our purses. Don’t want them mixed up 
with the ones you fags carry. 


COFFEE 
You just don’t worry about anything, 
Cheruba. I’ll take care of you deeply and 
often. Shit! you just gotta lay there and 
let those earthquake-y plates move under 
your fat ass. 


CHERUBA 
What do you want? A for lack of effort? 
ANGELA 
You’re a pig, Coffee! You’re all pigs. 
And you’re getting nothing from us. 


CHERUBA 
We got decent boyfriends. 

JACK 
Queer. 

COFFEE 


Jack, sleepy-Jack! Shame on your 
obsolescence. Gay! Don’t knock it 

or you might try it. Hidden delights are 
everywhere! 


Why you just take our blond lifeguard-boy 
alone! So very sweet with whom to converse! 


Just a few soft words and he’\l go down 
on you! Then it’s your turn. But he won’t 
insist. That’s breeding. 


DOC 
Coffee! Don’t tell me you’ve turned gay on 
top of everything else. 

COFFEE 
I’tl try anything twice because everything 
belongs to me, the whole world, Male and 
female too belongs to me, since I got tits 
and a cock. If I could fuck myself I 


wouldn’t be here. And all of you are no 

better. There is none righteous, no not one! 
ANGELA 

A good starting point. We’ve mostly come to 

raise your consciousness. 


CHERUBA 
This is a public service announcement. 


COFFEE 
The feminist shit again. Hail all hail! 
Like Holland. The indomitable Dykes. 
JACK 

. for lesbo ... hemians .. something. 


DOC 
Listen! Girls! Women! I’m with you 
all the way. 


COFFEE 
Translated that means he’s angling for a 
blow job. 


ANGELA Doc! You are 
positively naughty with your old-fashioned 
winking. 


DOC 
I can’t see out of my right eye. 


COFFEE 
That’s ‘cause your father porked half of 
Warsaw before he got appointed to UCLA. 


ANGELA 
You’re lucky he didn’t stay Longer. 


DOC 
Logic is a California victim. 


CHERUBA 
Can’t we change the alleged subjects? Bore! 


COFFEE 
Right now we’re getting unnecessarily bitter 
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and extraordinarily down. You can get too 
depressed to fuck, you know. Kill off the 
race faster than the loveliest 
radioactivity. 


ANGELA 
Is that what happened to you last night? 
Got too far down? 


COFFEE 

What the hey, Angela and Cheruba, and 
whatever your names were last night, I 
remember that we were embarking onto some 
uplifting territory. 


CHERUBA 
Sure. 


COFFEE 

When my mighty brain flowed right out of my 
fuckin ear, and I became obliged to chase it 
around the room. Did I catch it by the bye? 


ANGELA 
Have you yet? 


COFFEE 

Twas but an hallucination due to the cheap 
materials supplied by you, Doctor. Never 
bring anything from that hospital again. 
You pay for what you get in this vale of 
tears. 


CHERUBA 

You were very frightened, Coffee. For all 
your talk you were as scared as could be. 
Freak-out city! 


ANGELA 
It was so awful I think I’Ll leave. 


COFFEE 

Hey! Part of the course. Part of the 
course. You two came out here for the 
dirtiest decadence, the absolute grunge. 
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And you’re getting the semester in a few 
funky-fuck days. 


I’m going to supply to you an orgy tonight 
so... well so memorable that in fifty years 
the undertaker won’t be able to get the 
smile off your faces. 


CHERUBA 
That’s my father. 


COFFEE 
That’s your business. Although, all-all- 
though! I’m thinking that this could be 
important in the future. 


CHERUBA 
It usually is. 


COFFEE 
I’m a virtuoso of connecting. Like brain to 
cock. Or Western Philosophy to cunt-lapping. 
Observe this tongue, ladies. Note its 
action. Not to be vulgar, but feeling 
your clits squirm? 


ANGELA 
Thank God we won’t be vulgar! My mother’d be 
pissed! 


CHERUBA 
Oh Jesus I am mad to come in contact with 
it! 


DOC 
Whitman. 


CHERUBA 
Fuck him. Just drop that lying organ right 
into my lil ole pussyl 


ANGELA 
Jeanette! 


COFFEE 


Don’t blow her cover. Leave that to me. 
Hmmmm Some ponderous shape is presently 
Sitting down on my right brain lobe. 

The White Whale! 


DOC 
You’re killing yourself. 
COFFEE 
I’m a grunt here to die, Jew. 


DOC 
Even you should get sick of the Jew stuff. 
Can it! 


COFFEE 

Adolph should’ve. Would’ve made a fortune. 
DOC 

And you’re stealing unconscious Jack’s grunt 

line, and after scolding me for the same! 


ANGELA 
Do you have to be vomit-inducing in 
everything? 


COFFEE 

I’m sorry. I keep forgetting that you women 
are graduate students. Another reason, 
actually, that an unsophisticated gangbang 
is completely out of the question. 


DOC 

There is such a thing as taste. When you fly 
out of here with love filling your exquisite 
orifices, you’ll be higher than the plane. 


CHERUBA 
Thanks for everything, fellows, but we best 
get back to... 


COFFEE 

Stop worrying. I’m right now coming up with 
a plan that is aesthetically and morally 
brilliant. Even bankrupt. 


CHERUBA 
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I’m having my period. 


COFFEE 
Everything can be beautiful. 


DOC 

Let’s make a decision one way or the other 
before we’re all too wasted. There’s 
something Like Darvon in the mix I took. 
I’m looking at my hand and saying ‘Whose 
hand is that?’ 


ANGELA 
No physician should take pills randomly. 


CHERUBA 
Just prescribe them that way. 


COFFEE 

Right you are, ladies, and check, horny Jew. 
I’m right now pondering ritual. You can 
bring decency to the lowest shit with 
ritual. Ask the Catholic Church and The New 
York Yankees. 


Now what if we pantomime the government’s 
murders at Kent State, but with cocksucking? 


DOC 
When you get to the bottom, stop. 


ANGELA 
You guys are only boring when you talk. 


CHERUBA 
As far as we can tell. 


COFFEE 

Please! I am brain-radiating! Leave me 
sketch for you a living pornographic 
picture. 


DOC 
Like TV. 
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COFFEE 
Only with sweat and other flavors. 


DOC 
I’m exercising veto power, 


COFFEE 

Don’t reject something before you hear it. 
Forget that you’re an American. We will 
definitely find the compromising position 
that you’re used to. 


ANGELA 
This kind of retard wit wouldn’t make it 
back East. 


CHERUBA 
Or even in the back seat. 


COFFEE 
Maybe so, but that ain’t what we’re famous 
for. We give Service, not Eliot. 


ANGELA 
(Bronx cheer) 


CHERUBA 
Yeah, lip service. No matter what we do, 
we’re all still all talk. 


COFFEE 
Now lighten up! We got to get to the 
logistics of this thing. This is a 
technical, no an engineering problem. 
Which is appropriate ‘cause Engineering’s 
one of the things I dropped out of. 


Now! Ahem! The criteria! Everybody’s got 
to get something, maybe two things if we’re 
intelligent planners. 


DOC 
Trouble with the country: no planning! 


CHERUBA 


Don’t bring Socialism onto this balcony. 
There’s impotence enough. 


ANGELA 
Uh huh. Anyway, Grandpa was slow but he 
was old. 


COFFEE 

I’m listening, but there’s but one blocking 
factor. I feel the excruciating need to ask 
something extra of Jew, and therefore he 
must be promised more. 


CHERUBA 
Work it out. 


COFFEE 
This is the image I see. Olive-complected 
and oily Jew-Hook-a Nose in a coffin working 
over Cheruba, her blond hair splayed out on 
blood-red silk, a big, talcumed, 
non-sweating floury-blonde American doll! 


In the embalming room under this swarthy 
Jew, forbidden from her father’s verdant 
fairways! It’s a fuckin whatchacallit? 
Archetype. 


DOC 
Or coat of arms. 


COFFEE 
Sex and Death in the American Nubile! 


DOC 
Eddie Poe, you naughty, dirty boy, just what 
were you doing in that tomb? 


ANGELA 
Tell Mommy right now! 
COFFEE 
I’d like to close by saying, affirming! that 
what has kept this country great is 
excluding Jews from Christian fairways. 
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Plus rationing the number of bicycles used 
by niggers. 
CHERUBA 
I don’t like his watching us. 


DOC 
Jack? He’s glazed over. Like a donut. 


ANGELA 
History might report he got the best of it. 


DOC 
History is bunk, said Henry Ford. 


COFFEE 
History is shit, as Henry Ford really said. 
Tons of revision based on no vision. 
But that’s only American. Not Europe. 
We’ve just begun to Lie. 


ANGELA 
I can’t see that! But Coffee, he know all de 
truth! 


COFFEE 
So, largely beauteous Cheruba, is it a deal 
if Doc flies East? A date in the 
Laying-out room? 


CHERUBA 
If it means that much. 


COFFEE 

Smashing! And in return I want Jew to have 
something of mine. The dick worse than fate. 
Or is that too much like Nixon there? 

ANGELA 

You can’t make anything out from that 

rotten TV. Looks like confetti. 


DOC 
I’d rather die. 


COFFEE 
So would I, and I been trying and trying and 
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trying, but that’s beside the point. 


Now listen, those capable of doing so: the 
greatest ideas are simple. First I remove 
these ragged shorts, and ... then these 
jockey briefs thusly, and fling them over 
the balcony into a California as filthy. 


ANGELA 
Look out below! 


COFFEE 
Well what do you think? 


CHERUBA 
Disgustingly average. 


ANGELA 
Flying three thousand miles for that? 


COFFEE 
Hold your applause for the end. Now while 
the other participants disrobe...! 


That’s the idea girls! You’re giving my 
hardon a hardon. Now I bring to stage 
center this modern marvel! Aluminum chaise 
lounge. Observe! 


ANGELA 
I was expecting a dog. 


DOC 
The dog drew a bye. 


COFFEE 
Ah good! You are ze good Nazis in zuh 
complete removing of zuh clothing! 


CHERUBA 
Haste is beginning to become necessary. 


ANGELA 
If ‘twere done ‘twere best done quickly. 


COFFEE 
But of course! Now I propose get-tink under 
this flimsy piece of furniture, und mit this 
magnificent organ protruding through the 
lattice. Ouch, I anticipate. No art 
without pain. 

ANGELA 
Lattice get it on! 


COFFEE 
Secondly, my flute player tongue through an 
upper opening..and... 


ANGELA 
That’ll be my cue! 


CHERUBA Angela! 


COFFEE 

There will, of course, be endless 
variations. Ladies should eventually give to 
ladies and, note, Doc, men to men. A further 
note: if it is done correctly, no one should 
see Nixon...though Spiro might pop in for a 
handout. 


CHERUBA 
Is it absolutely necessary to be this 
juvenile? 


DOC 
Makes no difference. High. I don’t know 
which up is end! (giggles) 


CHERUBA 
My parents get drunk and it’s an utterly 
stupid farce. Why are we any better? 


COFFEE 
For Chrissakes we’re young! 


We’re! Fuckin! Young! 


THEME UP FULL. FADE OUT 


Act 2 DARKER. WINDIER. LONE BLIND FLAPS. 
ROCK THEME UNDER, DISTORTED 


FADE IN TO BENT COFFEE. GIRLS FULLY DRESSED. 
COFFEEE AND DOC IN SHORTS, NO SHIRTS. JACK 
AWAKENING 


KILL MUSIC 


COFFEE 
All right, the Laughing hysteria I didn’t 
mind, though it went on about ten minutes 
too long. But the situation proved to be 
ridiculous. As I say the silliness was 
okay, but this I do mind “cause I knew from 
long and sad experience it was coming. 


This sour funk. Can anybody sing It’s a 
Lovely Day Today? You Are My Sunshine? 

How about that one with the happy Austrian 
gang? The Suck of Moo-Shit! 


Really guys, I was the one nearly latticed 
to death near the end of the bad century. 

And you were really laughing your fat ass 

off, Cheruba, especially when playing that 
first aid spray on my excoriated organ. 


ANGELA 
No art without pain. 


COFFEE 
And the more it burned the more you Laughed. 
And I could previously feel your sheerest 
delight, Angelica, through your cunt. 


That I was being castrated while you were 
being eaten is surely the high church 
feminist wet dream. 
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Sucking emasculating masochistic whore- 
bitches! It’s no wonder I love you. 

CHERUBA 
If I start laughing again I’lLl get sick all 
over the floor. 

COFFEE 
So the chair collapsed. Life does, daily. 
Plus, Doc’s belly flop wasn’t the finest 
example of grace in this sickening age! And 
Doc, baby, we never got near the point of 
that very special knowledge of each other. 


ANGELA 
We’LlL be getting out of here. Back to the 
East where we hope to work on growing up. 


COFFEE 
Resolute cliché of aftermath philosophy! 
Another pose. That’s okay. It’s all we do. 


DOC 
I’m afraid I’m exclusively heterosexual. 
Then again, I’ve cut out a more modest 
Slice of everything in this life. Picked a 
Curriculum where they made you study, for 
one thing. Anyway it’s an time of 
transition, lightning transition. Let’s 
forget the chaise lounge and all chairs and 
creative accessories, and just go at it a la 
carte. 
ANGELA 
So, where’s the cart? 


Cheruba! Now what the fuck’s the matter 
with you all of a sudden? 


CHERUBA (shaking) Oooooooooo. 


COFFEE 
Crying too. Forgotten what that looked 
like. 


ANGELA 
Tears pop-popping out on your face. 
Where did they all come from? 
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CHERUBA 
I don’t know I don’t know I don’t know! 
I’m sorry. 


COFFEE 
Is it the watery residue of all our 
innocence? Well, some such shit anyway. 


ANGELA 
Nice enough. 

COFFEE 
Thank you, dear one. 

DOC 
We’ve all been through it. 

COFFEE 


Right! Saint Paul on the road to Long 
Beach. 


CHERUBA 
Forgive me! Forgive me! 

COFFEE 
Why not? Just don’t shout. 

CHERUBA 
To God! To God! 

COFFEE 
He’s tuned out Southern California. 
It’s UHF. 

ANGELA 
Come on Honey. Let me hold you. It’s 
all right. 

COFFEE 


Freaks! All of us! My turn yesterday, hers 
today! 


CLIMBING ONTO THE RAILING. 


HIS PV OF SAILBOATS ETC BEFORE HE TURNS 
AROUND TO FACE THEM 

COFFEE 
And then you’Ll wind down, Cheruba baby, 
cause if You rev up you’Ll fuckin explode, 
but you permanently downed, I say downed, 
the atmospheric around here ‘cause things’Ll 
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just got more sunk now, and merge with the 
used Kotex California light. 


After a while maybe we can have a group 
puke. Then Doc or some other optimistic 
asshole’Ll Light a candle while I curse the 
darknesss. Ah fuck it. The whole fuckin 
world’s twitching out anyway. 


(sways) 
JACK 
Cmon! Get down, off of the rail. Crazy! 


COFFEE 
Well look who’s back. Welcome back to the 
bitterly conscious. Whoops. Now don’t carry 
on so ladies! It’s only six stories down to 
the parking lot! Clamp down the fuckin 
screaming! You don’t know what you missed 
Jacky baby. A fucked-up California orgy 
with these speed girls from the traditional 
East. 


DOC 
Almost anyway. 

JACK 
Come down from the rail. Please. Wind’s 
tricky. 


DOC 
He’s right. There’s no point to be made. 

COFFEE 
There is! Life collapses like a chair. 
Let’s admit how we fail, Jew-coward. 


DOC 
So? It didn’t work out. We didn’t expect 
much. We’re close to burnt-out cases on a 
garbage heap, anyway. What the hell’s the 
difference? Step down and let’s just go 
and pig out on pizza somewhere. 

COFFEE 
I tried it all! I’m sick of it! 


DOC 
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Right. We all are. So come on down from 
the rail and we can talk about it. Make a 
plan to to to to do..something. 


WOMEN SCREAM, BUILDING IN INTENSITY 

COFFEE 
(shouts) 
We can do that. Make a plan. Go to beach! 
Fascinating! Got to take your chances in 
this life. Stepping towards you assholes or 
tipping back into the lap of the gods is all 
the same to me. 


And just swaying here I melt the hearts of 
these flint-bitches, experimental whores 
from the intellectual East. Whoooops again! 
Almost bought it. Ultimate dropout. 


And they really shriek now, the ladies, like 
fuckin air-raid siren. The Russians Are 
Coming! How can I console you? How can I 
console you all? Forgive them Father for I 
have sinned. 

JACK 
(reaching) 
Console us by getting the fuck down. 

COFFEE 
Take your hand away Jack! Touch me and I 
fuckin go! Six stories. Count em. I’Ll be 
too busy. 

JACK 
Crazy. 

COFFEE 
Crazy. That’s the word here. So nothing 
had to happen. You’d think that messing 
around with an aluminum chair, something 
relatively bizarre like that-—I’d make 
something happen. 


Like I’m losing my voice yelling over these 
fuckin hysterical broads. Desist! 

JACK 
Shut up! 


COFFEE 
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Thank you for your fruitless attempt, 
young Jack. 


COFFEE 

People come back from Vietnam on that 
un-watchable TV, and even that’s something 
happening. It’s actually fuckin profound 
whether everybody forgets it tomorrow or 
not. 


Patriotism! Biggest fuckin joke of all time. 
But what the fuck! Means something to them. 
Something means something to them! 


DOC 
Jack’s right. Let’s talk it over down 
at the beach, or anywhere! 

COFFEE 
Women gotta go! They think crying’s a 
solution. What we need you for? Count to 
three and if they don’t leave, I will. 
Straight down! 


Race you down girls? I’ll be a blood and 
hair pancake when again we meet. (Sings) 
“Oh I’m sure we’ll meet again some sunny 
day.” 

JACK 
Just take it easy! They’re leaving. 


GIRLS EXIT, HUGGING THEIR POSSESSIONS 
COFFEE 
Shame they won’t see the outcome. (SHOUTS) 
Watch the TV news in the airport! A young 
Los Angeles resident today lost power and 
took a dive. No big deal. Cut to 
commercial showing lustful crowd worshiping 
a Pepsi can. 


DOC 
You’re not serious. 

COFFEE 
What’s that? 


DOC 
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Come on now. We feel ridiculous yelling up 


at you. 

COFFEE 
It’s time. Gentlemen, drink up please. 
JACK 


Your audience is gone. We can’t be your 
audience. We know you too well. Don’t be a 
hotdog asshole! 


COFFEE 

I won’t be. Pancake maybe. Doc, I’\l make a 
deal with you. Come up on this rail for a 
minute. For just a minute. Be a Kosher 
hotdog. Then I’Ll come down and that way 


you’ LL... 
JACK 

No! Doc! 

DOC 
Friendship takes risks. 
DOC VERY CAUTIOUSLY CLIMBS UP 

JACK 
I don’t believe this! I thought you had 

more sense, Doc. 

DOC 
Jesus! 

COFFEE 


He’s at McDonald’s for the nonce. Or nosh. 
But I’m being careful, cowardly Jack! 
Both of us are. 


DOC 
Oy! Another breeze Like that and I jump 
twenty feet inside the apartment. 


COFFEE 
Ole Doc he takes a few chances. He’Ll win 
more than he loses. Hold my hand, but 
Lightly! You almost took the both of us out. 
Your turn, Jack. Hop up here like a little 
bunny rabbit. 
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JACK 
Fuck no! you crazy sonsabitches! 


COFFEE 
You’ll be a good surgeon or whichever, Doc. 
I mean it. My life for yours. Just say 
the word. 


DOC 
Now you’re holding too tight! 

COFFEE 
Just don’t look down. Doc’s secret is that 
he fucked up the orgy on purpose. He’d like 
to go along with degradation but he doesn’t 
like to be degraded. My evil influences 
only half works with him. Oooops. 


Excuse me. Jack, you’Ll just have to leave. 
You could become a hundred and ten percent 
me. Supersaturated. 

JACK 
Bullshit! Two fuckin idiots. Get back in 
here! Now! 


COFFEE 
Don’t get too loose, Doc. I could get an 
easy revenge right now since it was your 
dumb act almost sliced my balls off. 

JACK 
Better get down, Doc. Can’t trust him in 
this state. He’s going a hundred miles 
an hour. 


COFFEE 

In any state, and didn’t the orgy come out 
bush? Cheap aluminum with Dickie watching. 
You could see how embarrassed he was. 


DOC 
I... never noticed. 

COFFEE 
I was so fuckin embarrassed at his 
embarrassment that I started crying the same 
time he was crying for us. It must be what 
heaven is Like. 
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DOC 
My minute’s been up an hour! 

COFFEE 
Where you going? You can’t make a move, 
Doc, unless I say yes. 


You know, I got a taste in my mouth like the 
the blackened red inside tomato cans in the 
dump. Taste of life, babies. Convince me 
it makes a difference if you leave that. 


DOC 
Hey! Skip the histrionics. Talk yes, 
motion no. 


COFFEE 
That ain’t you. You’re afraid of nothing. 
You watch it all go by and see it all. 
JACK 
All right now. Both of you down! This is 
stupid. I can’t watch. I’ll leave! 


COFFEE 

Doesn’t go by for me, Doc. It just stays 
there. It’s a frame. I’m stuck in a frame. 
The ground down there. that’s the 
background. Or will be. 


DOC 
Let’s stay foreground? 


COFFEE 
Maybe I’tl hit the ground and keep going. 
Ain’t that a hot-shit fantasy? 
JACK 
No! We’Ll get some beer and have some 
laughs and get far fuckin away from this 
heavy shit! 

COFFEE 
One bit of advice, Doc, old Yid Scout, 
Don’t try anything at all or one of us goes. 
Your little hand sneaking away Or your 
sneaky, mincey steps during my words! 


Oooops! Can’t blame that big wind on you, 
ole Doc. Mother Nature farted and other 
California myths of creation. 

JACK 
Oh God I can’t take any more of this! 

COFFEE 
Woooo! Booooo! Look at this phenomenon 
called Jack, Doc. We lean forward and it 
runs backwards. Programmed! 

DOC 
I am scared now. No shit! 

COFFEE 
Lift up our arms! Now! Mandala! We’re 
fuckin mandala! We go back to the 
beginning, forward to the end! Gotta get 
connected. Everything! 


Wanna go back in, Doc? 


DOC 
Please! 

COFFEE 
Man appears on this earth like a vapor and 
is gone! 


DOC 
I’m still d-d-d-d-rifting around. 

JACK 
Let him go Coffee, please? 

COFFEE 


Power! Everybody saying please. I’ll be 
corrupted. Absolutely. Anyway I love you, 
Doc. You could even fuck me if you wanted. 


DOC 
What’s the d-d-deal? 
COFFEE 
No deal. Look back over your shoulder. 
Nobody watching. Out of millions! 


People just go on and bodies fall, about 
seventeen a day. This is America man! 
Country of Death! We take it casually. 
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DOC 
At a certain point I get loose and 
jump inside. 


COFFEE 
Wouldn’t advise. Now that you know I love 
you, I have power over you. 

JACK 
That’s all crazy talk. Sick! Let’s knock 
it off! 

COFFEE 
I’ll bet your sergeant-daddy reads more 
books than you, Jack. It’s that M-16 class 
you ended up in that's crazy. 


Murder Incorporated. Headquarters, 
Washington. 

JACK 
Bullshit! 

COFFEE 
Probably, but while we're on the subject of 
death, how about a double body bag, Doc? 
Budweiser logo. 


DOC 
Thanks but no thanks. 

COFFEE 
Dammit Doc! I'm trying to think and my 
brain's a dying mushroom on a stick. Killed 
too many cells, and the four I got left are 
working like Trojans. Southern California 
Trojans. Live? Die? None of the above? 


And what on my tombstone? I got it! 
Say the fuckin language killed him. You 
can't say anything in it anybody fuckin 
understands! 


Now, Doc! You’re s-neaking once more! I'll 
never invite you up here again. 


DOC 
Fine. I’ve..forgotten an appointment. 

COFFEE 
Jump down with me Doc? Right into the 


monster garbage can of L.A. Let's do it for 
niggers and Mexicans--all the while they 
continue to be totally fucked. 


Let's do it before we become slick white 
constipated liars: it's the only way they 
let you handle the cards. 


‘Cause then you’re a slut. And you know it. 
They all really know it! Even if the 
massive massive denial mechanism has clanked 
in. 


DOC 
(swaying) 
Getting dizzy ... 

COFFEE 
Don't worry. 

JACK 
He'll fall if you don't let go! 

COFFEE 


If he falls it won’t be without me, for it 
is verily written that he that is with me 
goes with me. 


DOC 
Too much invested...education. 

COFFEE 
See! He’s back to abundant life, Jack. 
Twas but a fainting spell. You got to learn 
to sort it out, Jack. Get that fixed in 
your mind. 


FIX, name of beer in Athens. Greek salad 
with Feta cheese, olive oil. Bummed out 
there and everywhere. 


But got another kind of fix in fuckin frigid 
Nepal. Shit! Blind! Told you about my 
brain burning fuckin out there. Rooftop of 
the asshole world! 

Decide, Doc! 


DOC 
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Live, I’ll live. Yes. That should 
settle it. 

COFFEE 
That’s a shame. Made a mistake giving me a 
say, didn't you? I don't give a shit about 
anything, let alone all that money invested 
in your education. Or wasted. 

JACK 
Let him go, Coffee. You got no right! 

COFFEE 
You're correct, Jack. He’s doing something, 
our Doc! Like those simple wimps coming out 
of that aircraft into Dickie-Baby! They did 
something in Vietnam. Wrong but they did 
lt oe 


Me? Nothing. Sought the profound and was 
totally piss-ass trivial. 

JACK 
So what? You're young! 

COFFEE 
That's the last fuckin thing I am. But 
look! Look at that poor bastard coming down 
the ramp! 


Wind-up robot or something! 


Make him reverse-zoom back! Back into 
plane! Back to Vietnam! 


What the fuck! What the fuck! A 
commercial! Holy shit they stole him! You 
see that? They stole the grunt and tried to 
cover it up with the fuckin commercial! 
Shampoo! Fuckin Shampoo Cartel! They’re 
after us all! 


They’Ll never get me! 

COFFEE’S SHRIEKING LAUGHTER AS HE FORCEFULLY 
PUSHES DOC ONTO THE BALCONY, DOC’S BODY 
BLOCKS OUR VIEW. WE HEAR COFFEE’S LAUGHTER 
DOPPLERING AS HE OBVIOUSLY PLUNGES 


DOC'S HEAD SNAPS BACK TO SEE. 
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CAMERA SHOWS HIS PV OF BALCONY RAIL, SKY 
JACK (off, whisper) 
Forget it. 


BACK TO: DOC (sitting on floor, 
muttering in shock) 


So fuckin crazy. So So fuckin crazy. 
ALL .. us! Everything. Why? Why? 


ROCK THEME COMES UP SLOWLY, BUT SOFTEER, 
ROMANTICISED 


BLURRED OVERHEAD SHOT OF A FEW PEOPLE 
APPROACHING VERY SMALL BODY. ZOOM PAST TO 
SUNSET SEA IN QUIET CHOP, STILL UNFOCUSED. 
SHARPEN FOCUS SLOWLY AND THEN STAY ON SEA. 
KILL ALL SOUND 

WATER TURNS DARK, VELVETY TILL 


FADEOUT 


11 No Name Canyon 


One morning Chuckie Charlie found an unfamiliar herb in the 
canyon--bright purple with yellow stripes. Verna couldn’t find it 
in her books, but Chuckie Charlie thought old Indians had called 
it Twilight Ghost, a reputed tonic. 

She ground it and they took it mixed with sterile water. 
Ultimately, she filled two marbled theme books with her notes, 
asking Chuckie Charlie a series of questions every evening. 

Verna sent a sample of the powder and a sprig to an 
acquaintance at the Botany Department of the university—after 
failing to get it to germinate in a cracked cup on her windowsill. 
He passed it to a drug company researcher he knew. During the many 
years it took to synthesize, its nickname in the lab was 
Infuriating Verna. Finally they succeeded and the drug, a valid 
treatment for a few unique cancers, is named Inverna-F. 

It had provided Verna and Chuckie Charlie with two month’s 
remission during which they went to the canyon every evening and 


sat for hours bundled together in chill moonlight. 
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Charlie fails quickly after that, dies one cold morning. 

Verna runs barefoot to the canyon in her long white 
nightgown, screaming again and again: “Charlie Boy, oh my Chuckie 
Charlie Boy!” 

A freak ice storm hits, and the tribe’s boy scouts don’t find 
her till nightfall, having heard the harrowing cries bouncing for 
hours among slick red boulders. She lingers three days at the 
university hospital. 

Soundlessly passes. Her will asks to be buried in No Name 
Canyon alongside Chuckie Charlie Boy, and with a combined Indian 
and Christian ceremony. No marker or gravestone. 

But Charlie’s brother shows up in a bulbous Cadillac 
hearse to take Charlie to the state capital for a less 
embarrassing funeral among political friends. 

A prominent lawyer, and, according to some in the tribe, 
very Anglo, he’s anxious to begin the ride back with the driver, 
a garrulous Italian who tells great jokes. 

Rumbling off the reservation in a cloud of dirt and pebbles, 
and after passing the fallen-down store and Old Priest’s teepee, 
the driver spots a flapping apparition in his mirror. He remarks 


on it to Charlie‘s brother who ask him to stop the bucking hearse. 
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The driver lowers the window and they must wait until a dusty 
Old Priest eventually fills it, hoarsely panting “She will never 
rest unless you leave him in the canyon!” 

“Fairy Tales 101,” sneers Charlie’s brother, such appraisal 
cueing the driver to fishtail out, pelting the choking old man 
with stones. 

“Too bad,” the driver concludes. 

“A bonus. Kind of payback for being forced to live in their 
Starving shit-fantasy as a kid.” 


“In Palermo, the mayor’s daughter has one tit...” 


12 The Mermaid's Cape 


Inside that kind of sun porch rambling from post-Victorian 
houses, sofas with a brick or books substituting for carved 
legs. Card tables and a variety of chairs scattered around the 
icy-waved linoleum floor. This stuck-on room of an older 
building at the Veterans Hospital in Coatesville, Pennsylvania. 

Grimy individual panes of glass break up one surly 
thunderhead in the sky outside. The round picture tube of an 
ancient television console holds that thunderhead in ghostly 
miniature. An unlit brass lamp sits atop the television, a tiny 
bit of warmth. 

She had gone by the glass panes, bulky, flying. A glass 
door shook and slammed. “What's the idea of the dark?” Maureen 
asked now. “Isn’t it dark enough out there?” 

“What is it ever? The idea of dark?”--his voice as quiet as 
the ticking window panes behind her. She could barely make him 


out, seated at a card table which contained a portable 


typewriter. “I like it,” he went on, “this idea of yours about the 
idea of dark, as if there were no actual dark and you came here to 
Share this idea, or rather this idea of an idea, with me. It's all 
so very interesting, but I'm unfortunately ignorant of everything 
I say.” 

“Sometimes I just think that you talk to weary yourself, 
Skipper.” 

“Or you?” 

“IT can turn around and go!” Her clothes rustled. 

“Listen to you! Don’t be silly.” 

“T'm so beat anyway...” as she sunk into a metal chair still 
some distance from his dim presence. 


an” 


“Exhaustion and despair,” pronounced his monotone, “the gold 
dust twins of middle age.” 

Windows awash with brighter rain momentarily revealed his 
army fatigue uniform, the shirt covered with industry patches such 
as Chevrolet and John Deere, plus a few army regimental patches, 
and some slogans, chief of which were STAY HIGH IN HELL, and NAM: 
ONE GOLDEN YEAR. 

They listened to the rain, droning now, though huge drops 
smacked some drain pipe. She picked up a coverless magazine and 


almost as quickly tossed it away as the roomlight darkened 


once more. 


And then in a another rustle: to him, to peck him on the 
forehead, dim brass highlights from the lamp in her red hair. 

Then she returned to her chair. 

“T'm sorry for the actual dark, “he whispered. “When you take 
this new medicine you have to hide. Or some medical folkshit. The 
doctor, another new one but from Minneapolis, a more or less happy 
Swede--well he didn't actually tell me. I put on a green scrub 
Suit and read up on it in the medical library. Looked like a 
battered doctor.” 

“You Know all the tricks by now.” 

“Too many. Anyway, they’re using it on some of the Agent 
Orange kids. They sucked in some government poison like I did. 
This government poisons its citizens. Their right! And thus the 
right of our fellow citizens, too. Anyway, you're sitting in Agent 
Orange Headquarters right now, me banging out ten letters a week 
with two Popsicle fingers on this little portable.” 

“Popsicle fingers? Didn't some of that swelling go down?” 

“Never. But I don’t even think about it anymore. These 
Vietnam kids have given me one last shot at life as their expiring 
lobbyist. One of them even gave me this uniform. Isn’t that 
something? After years of stylish army pajamas I don’t know what 
to say.” His chair chattered across the cold linoleum as he hopped 


a little in his enthusiasm. “That's their trouble, these kids: 


They'd give you anything. It's why they were just right for Nam. 
My generation ate shit, steaming. That's why we were just right 
for Korea. My war after the big war, which was the movie war, the 
heroes’ war, with lots of Italians from Brooklyn, Jews from the 
Bronx, farm boys from Kansas, and fine, blanched, not to say 
fishbelly-white, noblesse-oblige-y superior officers. 

“Oh it just makes me pee all over me in the Norman Rockwell 
cheap beer democracy of it all. But in my Bush League War, I got 
fuckin tox-icked by the miscalculation of pigheads! Mister God, I 
want that stacked deck cut again!” 

Her muffled voice from the wide nest of her clothing: 

“T can’t say I'm in the mood for any of your mini-lectures, 
Skipper.” 

“T never am, myself. How are the children? Same? 
Waiting for slow old moping Mister Death to take Daddy 
in hand?” 

“Don’t put such thoughts to them!--your martyr argument.” 

“The bells have been tolling forever, through the dozens of 
drugs and hopes. Ah the endless medical fugue of the dance of 
death, sucking life from me, the dancer, even as it's sucked from 
all of you till we all of us are slowest-falling victims of 
deepest down bone-exhausted despair. Zombies. And some mornings 


the pain in just lifting one finger when I beg to go into that 


good night. Actually, I don’t care what sort of a fuckin 
night it is. Release me!—as a hillbilly song asks. Just..release...” 

“Now try not to cry, Skipper. I Know it's selfish of me 
but ...can't take it. I'm cried out. For me and both of us.” 

She didn’t look up as he wrenched towards her, dragging 
himself past his card table desk. “All these years married to an 
eggplant. My God I almost got you to laugh. My Maureen! When I 
think of the way we started, the frozen-ass craziness. Long long 
ago as the sun runs and runs and runs past ice Lakes.” 

“Both of us perverse! Although the ballet of car and drunks 
and scattery woman on the zero ice had some sort of art to it,” 
she mused, looking past him to the dark, rainy windows. 

“On fire!” he almost tripped. 

“Then, “ she countered, “only. And later, the...” 

“You did warn me someone was walking on my grave.” 

She patted smooth her cape and skirt, then stared at him as 
if he were something empty. “An expression.” The rain brushed the 
drainpipe in waves. 

“Grass on my grave must be worn bare by now. Well, we did 
have a few years before I really got scoured out. A few laughs, a 
few good times! ‘Yeah and what in the fuck did you want?’ asks 
God, perturbed.” 


“Never mind all that now. Tell me why you have to hide in the 


dark.” 

“If I go into the light I'll die. Blotch to death. Actually I 
heard about this photosensitive baloney from the tube here, a show 
they pipe in for the doctors.” 

“That thing’s a museum piece.” 

“If you wish a short history of technology, since technology 
is killing me--all pictures tubes used to be round like this. 
Zenith just decided not to mask it that year. There may not be 
many of these left. Just this one in my office-bedroom here, and a 
couple retained at Indian reservations I figure. They see all of 
nature in a circle.” 
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“Your office and bedroom,” she repeated without knowing why. 

“You can always extract the least interesting topic.” 

“Stop it! Or, no, go on. Little shot like that, or big one, 
I’ve gotten hurt-proof over the years. Weary years.” 

“Just fun. Or cruelty. Same. Anyway, I got permission to live 
and work here, the crank, the advocate, bridge between Korea and 
Vietnam. I'm forgotten, and they're a pain in the ass, these Nam 
kids. In another ten years or so, some other kids can get their 
balls shot off and it’ll be the Nam vets forgotten. But I’Ll be 
long long dead by then. You know, my mother never raised her boy 


to be a soldier..and my father was a kind of diffident soldier for 


my mother's genteel causes. He deserves rows of medals. A typical 


American hero of nothing.” 

“Dad still comes around to see the kids. He's so sweet, never 
mind what you say. But she won’t. The impending divorce. Catholic. 
Though it's not quite final yet, as I guess you know.“ LEYS 
final enough. You're to go out and get a real husband, not an 
eggplant.” Now back at the typewriter, he struck a key for 
emphasis as she wrapped her arms around herself, shadows of 
raindrops running along her white hands. 

“No. I'll not marry again; I just want to Live alone. 

With the kids until they leave and then alone. I...want to talk to 
myself about everything for years and years. I don’t think I’1LL 
ever stop because there's so much I want to say, so much I want to 
ask myself. I know that I'm divorcing you, and divorcing that part 
of my life. I know that I'm doing that and I must do it...but I 
don’t know why. Not completely enough. When I'm alone I'll get the 
chance to ask myself about everything. Can you understand that, 
Skip? Can you understand the..lLuxury of that?” 

He was shuffling over to the windows and soon became engaged 
in tracing the humped top of a thunderhead cloud, images of 
raindrops stippling his fatigues. One patch, STAY HIGH IN HELL 
pulsing with red florescent letters in the dimness. She noted the 
floppy back of his jacket, a bowling shirt kind of script: KILL EM 


ALL AND LET GOD SORT EM OUT.” Maureen whispered those words, so 


incomprehensible to her. 

“You don’t understand, you say? Or one of you. Fine. 

Ask yourself nothing about everything. That’s the best way. ‘Cause 
there's no why in any big sense. I'm here because I stumbled into 
some primitive military experiment years ago which turned me into 
a kind of eggplant as the years crawled by and I asked why God or 
Fate or whatever fucked me over so grievously? And the more I 
thought about it the less I knew. The more you think, the less you 
Know. The more you find out, the less you found out. Till it all 
cancels out like both sides of an algebra problem. All grinds down 
to fuckin zero. That’s why people believe in God. Can’t face the 
zero. Too bad. The truth will set you free. If it’s your own 
truth!” He continued to trace the cloud, but now in reverse. 

She shook her head, the slight movement of her clothes making 
him turn from the window to her. “I know I'll find the answers for 
myself, Skip. Not for you, not for anybody else. But for myself, 
yes.” 

He looked at her but his eyes instantly lost focus. 

“You'll marry again. For life. No eggplant this time. No way.” His 
arms flew out towards her, palms up, imploring. “What do we say at 
this final, still point? What is there to say? It’s been said and 

re-said, my Maureen O'Hara!” He walked towards her but stumbled, 


catching himself fiercely, indicating as she tried to rise, that 


she shouldn't help him; then he dragged himself back to his chair 
at the card table, her closing her eyes as he gripped the dancing 
table for a full minute, then fell back into the metal chair. 
“Like her. The redhead he gasped. Beautiful and cheeky. Oh pretty 
your hair...oh..” 

“Forget that! It’s in the past. Dead Letter Office. 

And she’s a lovely actress and I’m from the real world, that one 
of pain which you certainly know. The pain I’ve prayed against for 
a lifetime. One priest told me that God sees the truth but waits. 
Well, I’m waiting. In Faith. It’s all still so hard with the 
divorce!...so no fairy tales, anyway.” 

“Forget the Catholic bit yourself,” he whispered. “It was 
easy to promise then, bursting with crazy life. How could we 
anticipate? How could they? They're not in the anticipating 
business. Let them walk through hell in their brocaded vestments 
or through a jungle of bleeding kids, or be on the ward when they 
bring these shrieking grunts in. Hell, they could swing a little 
incense out of the golden fuckin censor. The Heads'd love it, 
sniff it in like dope.” 

“Why blame them, the Church?” 

“T blame everybody.” 

“Why? Why, Skip?” 


“*“Cause everybody ain’t enough!” 


“Another dead end. Do you talk about these things with your 
psychiatrist?” 

“My new one? He's too nice.” He let his forehead fall to the 
typewriter. 

“Poor Skip. My poor old Skip.” 

“Excuse me while I cut through your dime store pity in order 
to die. Ooops, Didn’t take that time. But I'm getting better.” 

The old sun porch was almost black now, and when Skip lifted 
his head from the typewriter he looked dead to her, face gray- 
purple, eyes flat reflections of the surly clouds outside. 

He slowly pushed the keys on the typewriter by twos and threes to 
make a jam. But then unstuck them and turned fully to her. 
“No. I won't play. This...your last visit.” 

“Skip! I certainly intend to..” 

“No! I wouldn’t want you to. But let's join us by light 
anyway.” He clicked on the brass Lamp and a weak orange light 
inched down. “What is that? He made a great effort to focus his 
eyes. It's a ...cape! I believe in miracles, except the one that 
these doctors might be right once in their treatment of choice. 
But religious miracles yes!” 

“Now don’t jump back onto religion.” 

“Well it's folklore really--it's just that your cape makes 


this, our final parting easier. I will explain to you by logic, 


and to me by poetry.” 

“Nonsense! I got it in a thrift shop near the college in West 
Chester. A few dollars.” 

“A steal! So you be careful I don’t steal it now.” 

“And what did you read that brings all this on? You looking 
like you got a great secret! A child!” 

“T don’t read,” he sweeps one arm. “I let it flow in. 

To join other seas. Whatever. Whatever.” He was furiously rubbing 
his eyes with the back of his hands. 

“Skip! Stop that!” 

“Oh. Sorry. Ever...in the movies when the film stops and you 
see a frame burning? Just this now one burned on me. One burns 
every day. Clockwork. It’s my clockwork. If I were good in Math, I 
could tell you how many white-hot frames are left.” 
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“God help you,” she whispered, the rain whipping the glass. 
“No thanks. He’s done enough to me. But back to folklore and 
why the cape makes everything easier.” 
“Maybe God led me to buy it.” She gathered the cape 
around her. 
“Did he offer to pay too? C’mon God! You never buy a fuckin 
round. Why you so cheap? I take it back. He’s been known to 


spring at the country club--likes a better class. Ah hah! and even 


a hint of a smile from my Maureen O’Hara.” 


“You’ll never quit!” 

“T have. And when they lower me into the so so cold-ddd earth 
I hope it’s nice weather for you and the kids. And future what’s 
his name. Though he‘s not required to attend.” 

“Stop that! There’s no one! And if you’re busting with a 
story or something, for Godsakes why don’t you go ahead and just 
get it over with?” 

“Story of my life. Always exposing myself. Now don’t look at 


your watch again.” 


“Easy for you to say.” She drew a white arm into 
the cape. 

“Everything'd be easy to say if I could just give up trying 
to connect things.” 

“Your main disease, me old Bucko, tis it not?” 

“Ah and now you are my Maureen O’Hara in The Quiet Man!” 

“Just a little fun on a sad and dark evening. And I got the 
red hair is all. Look at this body plumped down on this stupid 
chair in this...hellish damp!” 

“Some guy, Banjo, saw you visiting and is writing a song 
about your hair. He’s searching around for the right form.” 

“Tell him dirge. Besides, I'm a middle-aged dump- lump. 


Who could care about anything like that about me anymore?“ 


“He says God created your hair because not enough was 
beautiful. So God picked just the one thing to, you know, 
represent beauty.” 

“He is--you don’t have to say--a psychiatric patient.” 

“Transcends the label.” 

“Oh? Even the nuts have to have a Master Nut.” 

“Like your hair transcends, Maureen. That’s just the truth.” 

“Yeah, to nuts it does. Excuse me, Skip.” 

“IT don't mind being crazy. Means I'm still alive. WelLL.. 
anyway..we’re far afield with your hair, so startling red or no, 
and thus back to the last story I will ever tell you, and when I 
finish, you’ll leave with an over-brimming heart. Ah, one goes 
back to the old stories to find a heart. And after this one 
you’Ll never come back here. You’Ll never come back here! 

It‘s over, Maureen! No more sentimental weakness prolonging 
the misery. I’m throwing you out, kid. Finally made the decision.” 

What happens at such a time? With a something grasped which 
could never have been spoken of before? The sounds of life swim 
in, amplified, here the rain outside, the creaks of their chairs, 
the old porch groaning from the wind. 

“Oh Skipper,” she had been crying “I heard enough stories 
from you, and promises, and they...” 


“Stop!” He put up his hand like a traffic cop and it looked 


even more pale and swollen in the dim glow from the brass Lamp. 
“Too weak for you, my Maureen! You’re my fighter and I don’t want 
to hear you give up.” 

“T’ve done all I could!” she whispered, “It finished me, 
Skipper. You have.” She daubed at her cheeks with the cape. 

“It’s an Irish story! Thus one in our bones. And the cold 
bones of the world.” 

“And how much is parody? You’re even picking up the bullshit 
brogue. Have we been clawing at each other so long we only act 
now?” 

“T can make fun of most things but not this one. There’s a 
salt stamp down in it, a sting like the sea’s lash.” 

“That’s not the way you talk!” 

“It’s talking through me. You must become the story you say. 
So your bones store it. And it, in turn, stores your bones. 

So you can forget all the the pain of who you are.” 

“T used to be able to tell how much you were making fun. 
Whatever...I’ve got to go soon. I don’t want the kids to 
eating TV dinners. It’s the one resolve I’ve been able to 
hold to.” 

He pointed a thick finger to the windows where rain was 
thickening, bubbles in the breaks of the putty like tears. 


“It was the dark chill of a washing-down day like this where...” 


Her white hand shot out from the cape. “I can’t stand this 
phony bard.” 

“What you're witnessing is a simple melting. Since everything 
melts in me, courtesy of my lingering disease, why then this story 
has melted too and I’m it.” 

“You got ten minutes.” 

“World versus art.” 

“Five, then.” 

“Tis Enough. Well, then, this Irish farmer goes out to fish 
In some freezing green and slippery seaweed place somewhere, some 
black Irish rock in piercing cold gray, and he discovers a 
mermaid! Mermaid! You laugh?” 

She pushed her red hair back to stretch her forehead. 

“Oh sometimes a woman gets hammered out so by life that this kind 
of, I don’t know, female of the fancy, of whimsy, cheers you 

a bit. Something like that.” She sat very still at the edge of the 
weak Lamplight, and he went on with his story, the table scraping 
as he gripped it, his jacket, with its numerous patches, shaking. 

“She has placed her beautiful mermaid’s cape beside her while 
she combs her hair, the cape woven of seaweed and flowers, and 
studded with shells and coral and iridescent fish scales! This joy 
forever! 


“Well, he watches her on that black rock, this farmer, 


enamored of her breasts of course, but he most especially watches 
that cape for he knows its ancient magic.” 

“Dumb as the dirt itself, and he knows magic! Uh huh?” 

“She'd have to come do his bidding if he got it! That he 
knew! So when she fanned out her tresses and turned to get the 
most of the breeze and slanted sun, he seized the cape and 
commanded that she go back to the farm with him.” 

“Did he carry her or did she sort of flip-flop down the 
byways?” 

“He commanded her to become an ordinary woman of course.” 

“But with a hell of a salty past.” 

“The magic in the cape made this all easy enough.” 

“So she got two legs and trouble in between. Hardly a 
magic result.” 

“If you wish.” The lamplight bloomed brighter suddenly, the 
panes heavy with black rain. Larger drops pocked in with audible 
Snaps. 


” 


“It’s your story,” she sighed. “Half anyway.” 

“Well she became that farmer's wife and worked and worked 
and had child after child. Good Catholics on the grimmest of spits 
of darkest lands.” 


“And her always trying to get that cape back. Not resting. 


Ever! Never! Never!” 


“You Know her well, Maureen. But..it’s a story.” 

“Oh no it’s not! I feel the horrible exhaustion! Exhaustion! 
Besides, what choice do we have? When a man can steal your very 
nature away—if you’re fool enough to let him? Anything in your 
power to get it back!” Maureen very nearly screamed. “Anything!” 

“He hid that cape every day before he went out to the fields, 
and she spent what time she could searching.” 

“T’d wear my fingers out! Sneaky bastard!” 

“But one dank and freezing-cold sea-wind morning--turn your 
blood to ice--he got careless. One of the children, a quiet, 
flaxen girl, saw him bury the cape under the roof thatch of the 
cottage, reporting it to her mother, the oddity of what she had 
seen her father do. And with him still heading to the fields, 
knuckles blue and numb on his red and purple and freckled Irish 
hands, she climbed up there.” 

“Get it! Yes!” Maureen hissed. “Fix the sonofabitch!” 

“And she is soon enough sliding into the gray-green sea, that 
cape blowing gorgeously behind her. So so gorgeous in its 
heart-stopping glistening!” 

And now Maureen shows him her full white face as she leans 
forward, a few tears even striking the icy linoleum. “And the 
children? With that thick brute?” 


His voice becomes spooky and grating. "They endured. 


The way we all do. But they had to stay out of the sea since she'd 
drown them, of course.” 

“In her love? In her anger? In her hatred? Because she didn’t 
Know what else to do? To kill them to have them to love them to 
entirely posses them. To hurt him. To hurt him whatever the cost! 
Oh how all the ideas rush and rush! These ideas I don’t want! 
Skipper! They’re a woman’s pain! And I can’t, any longer, I III 
I can not bear! Bear! I just... Oh Skippy, my heart is so sore 
within me!” 

“You must get loose of that. You must pry Loose of 
everything. Now! For Jesus Christ’s sake! Go! Fuckin go! 
Goddamn you Maureen!” 

She rises at his eerie, falsetto, her chair clattering away, 
and he stares at her leaving. 

The open door. Wet gusts flapping his clothes. A draft 
finally blowing it shut. 

Maureen runs, emitting a kind of choked, animal sound, the 
black mass of the cape twisting up as if from the saturated 
earth itself. But then it shakes out, parachuting behind her in 
wind-driven rain, her red hair stroboscopic as lightning flutters. 

Although she wrenchingly sobs, anyone nearby hears nothing 


until "Anthem!” rolls down hoarsely from a high, unlit window. 


13 Casino Finance - Dr Bert Windsong 


I’m looking at a report I’m presenting to Tribal Council 
tonight. No figures are filled in! And yet we have sixteen finance 
employees in this office talking about William Sparklehorse. 

I don’t even think he’s an Indian! He looks Italian. And that 
name! Hollywood! But one thing we can learn from him: what’s his 
profit margin? Ninety-nine percent? His only expense is that 
falling-apart jeep he carries the suckers around in, and those 
stinking little cigars you can smell even in the casino. 

That ridiculous hat, he stole off Hoot Gibson’s body. That was an 
old cowboy star, for you recent grads. 

Oh well, in schizo times like these, Central Casting sends 


William Sparklehorse. 
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And no one ever talks later of Verna, the white saint of No 
Name Canyon? Total bullshit! Hey, at a hundred a head, they were 
royally taken by Sparklehorse! Would you want anyone to know? 

Anyway, you got the wrong tribe for wacko magic. Ours sent me 
to Columbia for a doctorate. And we were always warriors, not 
priests. And became businessmen damn fast! ALl right, there 
was a Red-Power Revolution in there. Nothing came of it, and 
it never does. 

Fighting exhilarates, but when work is required...? 

Well, we don’t need men and women who can’t find their ass with 
both hands. 

Anyway, back to legitimate history: We made treaties even the 
white man couldn’t break. Hey, when our elders get sick it’s the 
Mayo Clinic, not chopped-up feathers and bits of bark. 

And ole Verna? Well from what I can gather she was one 
prickly pear! No saint in the airy manner, but, yes, a day-by-day 
Saint, certainly. This tribe will never forget her, and when one 
of our young people finally studies pharmacy or botany, there’Ll 
be a full scholarship named for Verna. 

And in the summers, that boy or girl will edit her notebooks, 
which are gorgeous! Colored ink drawings of every plant on the 


reservation, plus her snappy descriptions. The tribe has them ina 
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temperature-controlled vault and has budgeted funds to publish 
them--so don’t let anybody say we’re just money-grubbers! 

But..she’s long long gone! That’s what happens. You cash in 
your chips. 

And as for her wonderful Chuckie-Charlie Boy as a part of 
tribal mythology? Truth is he was a drain on tribal charities all 
his life-long. I’ve seen the books. Hey! Before the casino, you 
had wall to wall bums supported by hard-working tribal members. 

Okay okay! I was waiting to hear about the infamous couple 
from New Jersey! They left early after conversing with Verna’s 
ghost in the canyon, uh huh? Cancelled their reservations 
and fled! Oh well, those toxic fumes along the New Jersey Turnpike 
must’ve mushed their brains into cottage cheese before they ever 
arrived here. 

Now, I’m going to walk the casino floor and check with the 
cashiers, and when I get back I expect to see numbers plugged into 
my report! And, henceforth, leave the moony stuff to the publicity 
department, if you please? There’s no ghost of Verna, just like 
there’s no White Buffalo that stupid Indians believed was coming 
for hundreds of years. 

WelLL..come to think of it.. you can say that gambling is the 
White Buffalo! And white Verna? The tribe will eventually do the 


job of honoring her, not her alleged ghost. We’ve pretty much 
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slogged through the utterly stupid politics, and should have a 
memorial service for her soon. 

What? Twenty years plus since she cashed in? There, William 
Sparklehorse does speak for most Indians--and for all time--with 
his infamous excuse: One thing and another... JI love it! 

At any rate, this department doesn’t care why people 
come here. Slots, cards, or so-called magic!--as long as they 
bring very earthly money! 

Hey! We could get by on Orientals alone. They lose ina 
frenzy! And we supply them, gratis, any brand of cigarette in 
this world. And do they puff! Huge clouds! Today’s smoke signals. 

I’m sorry to disappoint the dug-in folkies among you, but 
Indian life is dead. We found something better. 

Well, off I go! So forget all the gibble-gabble-gossip and 


hit those computers! 
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14 Redfeather’s Shoes 


When Jeanette Redfeather of Osgood’s Hardware was asked about 
the haunting woman of No Name Canyon: “I don’t go out to No Name 
Canyon. Well I did once. To wash in that freezing stream in there. 
See, my mother and father, drunks. I have no clothes but rags, but 
I hear about a job in the town with Mr. Osgood. I borrow dress and 
shoes. Well Missy Youngblood have one shoe, and Lilly Rosey Sun, 
other. If you’re Indian, you don’t ask why. 

“You Know, I was one year there when Mr Osgood ask me 
to marry. I have no love in my life, ever. When he ask me--from 
blue sky!--I cry one hour! 

“Well, I’m Jeanette Redfeather Osgood. And my wonderful 
Mr Osgood he die last year. So my store now. And I’m 
a Christian. So I don’t go to No Name Canyon for to hear Verna’s 
ghost, but I drive by cabin where she live once with Chuckie 


Charlie Boy. And I make sign of cross. Because love was there, 
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Like love with my Mr Osgood. And that’s what holy to me is.” 


15 What to make of a diminished thing? -Frost 


LFL 


Fritzy Nolan, visiting his brother Nucks, brings out a six- 
pack of Michelob from a small duffel. “Against the law here, I 
Know,” he presents it with high spirits to Nucks, Skipper, and an 
unnamed near-cadaver on the icicle-locked sunporch. 

“Aw fuck it fellows! Jesus Christ Almighty you’re dying 
anyways!” Fritzy shakes into tears. 

After he leaves, Nucks apologizes. “Sorry, guys. Drunks and 
children tell the truth. Fritzy, he’s like the best of both. 
Cries at weddings and graduations. And totally crummy women’s 
flicks.” 

“That’s okay,” Skipper answers. “We’re shuffling off, all 
right, and I don’t mean to Buffalo. But you know, it’s all okay. 
I’ve seen the elephant! We all have!” 

The West Chester University Library had donated several boxes 
of literary magazines, stored on the porch now, and Skipper reads 


a poem from a Colorado one to his quizzical companions. 


Seeing the Elephant 
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Gold Rush itinerant peddler ambushed 
by the circus parade, goods helter- 


skeltered along spooked horses. Hours 
to gather. At the saloon they wonder 
“Weren’t you mad?” Of course not! 
I saw the elephant! It becomes 
the text to trump the madness of 
the filth and murders, the hunger, 
the gamblers and their sluts. And 
when the hard-luck husks go home, 
broken, spitting blood, just short 


of another gathering-up, “How was it?” 
they ask in sensible Indiana. 


No matter any answer when 
you’ve seen the elephant. 

“You said that real pretty,” Nucks affirms. “I wish I could 
do more, I mean with..language. Did other things, y’know? 

Well, too late now. It’s funny to love words so so much and not be 
able to say them so good. It’s an art.” 

“Art is a fart fired through the asshole of time.” 

“You don’t mean that, Skipper. ALl talk.” 

“Oh yeah? Let me tell you of my dick sticking way up one 
frozen time, ready for action! All talk, huh? Well you’re right, 
and I’d say consistently! Well, anyway, lots of language ain’t 
straight ahead,” Skip winks at the cadaver. “The bottom-sick like 


us, we really have only abstract points.” 


173 


The cadaver falls to the floor in drooling spasms of 
Laughter. 

“What’s so funny?” Nucks shrugs. 

“More dicks!” he choked out. 

“T get it. Hell! Hafta tie a string on mine to find it! 

Holy God, I can make you laugh too! Don’t die down there, you 
skinny, caved-in bastard. Wait your turn!” 

“ALL so very juvenile! Like farmboys behind the barn showing 
their peckers. And I’m the silliest!” 

“Nobody cares about that, Skipper. Like nobody cares 
about us.” 

“You’re wrong, Nucks, a grateful nation.” 

“They might be,” up from the floor, “but they lost our 
names.” 

At the end, the three, huddled shoulder to shoulder in their 
robes, toast the elephant in light as gray as one. Hail pelts the 
windows. “And also to,” Skipper chuckles, “the final gathering up, 
so fast approaching.” 

“God’s last laugh,” whispers the cadaverous one. 

“He likes the bawdy,” roars Skip. “I hope to have some 
hairy-ass fable ready!” 

After long moments, Skipper glimpses Red’s death mask at the 


trolley car window back in his childhood New Haven. Coruscated, 
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being eaten away. “Only other true believer I’ve met besides 
myself,” he mutters. “What appeared his chemical case proved 
mine own.” 

“Whatever that means!” snaps Nucks. 

“It means!” shouts Skipper, moving beeercans around, which in 
their pale gold seem the only light. “How I scored the winning 
touchdown!” 

“Which can is you?” asks the near-corpse. 

“The one knocked over, like he was knocked on his ass!” 

“T’m in backfield, alone. My Linemen ahead. Shit! What’Ll I 
use for a ball?” 

“A testicle,” Nucks rsponds, “you won’t be needing it.” 

“Variation on a recent theme, no? At any rate, just don’t 
say that! You think I want St Peter sneering ‘Oh it’s you, One- 
Ball?’ It’s all humiliating enough! Like the culture itself. One- 
joke play. Sex. But Mr Death, he directs the definitive one-joke 
play, and his eye’s on us dead-ass ducks, not the fuckin sparrow.” 

“Oh yeah? Well, listen! You just keep observing there, 

Mr Death! ‘Cause we won’t be boring!” 

“Yeah,” sparks the most nearly dead man, “and when you keep 

looking at your watch, we’ll say fuck you!” 


“Ah-fuckin-men!” Nucks adds. 
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After that last irreverence, Skip sweeps the empty cans onto 
the floor. “You know, fellow scrapers, over the years we generally 
kicked the shit out of these Communists. Does anyone know why? I 
mean, why they were Communists, what all that shit meant? 

An ideological question, I realize, but we’re dying because 
of one, no? 

“The Pentagon sent me the press kit back then, and I read 
every fuckin word. And parroted them at my men before that awful 
phosphor flash, but now it all slides from my alleged head. 

“TIT knew it at the time, sort of. They were the anti every 
fuckin thing, especially J. C. 

“And burned to conquer Omaha! Why, Little League’d be shot 
to shit. Girl Scouts becoming little propagandistic animals!” his 
voice rises. “Well, different ones anyway.” 

Then, the three in protracted silence, a common gaze, their 
pain consonant with lashing sleet and snow. 

Ice eats the window panes, eats their reflected images. 

At the end, Skipper, solo. If anyone bent against horizontal 
sleet outside peers within the porch, it looks as though his 


face is gone. 
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16-Sons in Canada 


The Diamond Salt still reposed, a blue cylinder, on a 
homemade shelf over the cold woodstove, and Sarge rolled the can 
of Molson's Ale around in his big hand, studying it as to affirm 
that it was the same brand he had drunk on his last errand up 
here, to talk sense to Mickey, in this same cabin, over the same 
army blanket spread on the same rickety table. 

He had heard but not listened as his other son, Jack, went 
on: “And it was then that Coffee pushed Doc forward, into me 
really, into my arms, knowing that the force of that push would 
send him backwards off that rail. And he sort of teetered on 
that rail that fraction of a fraction of a second with an 
absolutely heavenly smile, and threw his arms up in a 
millisecond of light light light light light light light! that 


shot! through him from this monster gold cloud behind! And he 


176 
radiated that fuckin light. He did, his whole naked body. Like a 
Christ! 
And then...he...was...was gone. Horrible!...but a 
privilege to see.” 

Sarge, surly and furrowed, puts the can down on the 
army blanket, tips it over, rolls it to smooth out a wrinkle. 
“So he died with his pants off?” 

Jack is still lowering his arms, purple from the cold, 
down, the COLOMBIAN GOLD legend on his t-shirt spreading out. “I 
knew you'd understand, Dad. Why do I bother? Anyway, he did have 
shorts, but he looked naked, really.” 

Sarge crushes the beer can with one hand, looks around for 
somewhere to toss it, finally just drops it on the blanket. 
“Yeah, my old man never understood neither, Jack. I understand 
more than you know. So now he's a god or something, right? 
This here Coffee character? Drugs, booze, broads, and 
fancy ideas. My generation only missed the last one. And the way 
you're jumping around, you're just as high as you was then. Good 
Christ! you guys act as if the drug shit was new or something! 
We had it and knew when to cut it fuckin out!” 

Jack spins a broken-back chair around, plants a foot on it. 


“Whoa old timer! I'm clean. Completely. Well, a beer from time 
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a 
to time, okay? But I went coldest turkey when I first came up 
here—as far as the real shit goes. And Coffee a god? Not to most 
people, of course. And all that’s not for now anyway. You're way 
ahead of me. I got a box of his writings and...” 

“Yeah, Chinese Laundry lists.” And for some reason Sarge 
toasts that idea with the crushed can. 

“Don't be absurd, Dad. There's only the two of us here. 
Don’t—“ he points his finger in the manner of a lecturer 
—“perform. I want to melt things down into a book. Too much shit 
in it, the box, same things said over and over, but some rare 
gold too. Hey, Jesus, Buddha, Mohammed...they all had 
repetitions—what the fuck! But, anyway, that's all about five 
years away. No hurry.” 

“Of course not. Never.” 

“Gonna take an effort on your part to understand this, Dad, 
but what I want to do now is ...I simply want to comprehend that 
moment I related to you. California! Him on the rail, Coffee, 
and then all that tremendous tremendous light. It’s half my life 
right there. Right there is half my fuckin life!” Jack stares 
down at the blanket as Sarge peers furtively around the tiny 
cabin apologetically, as if his other son, Mickey, might edge in 


and sit down, dripping and bloated and white. 
77 
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“Why's it so cold in here? You can see your breath.” 
Sarge puts up the collar of his old tweed overcoat. 
Jack shrugs. “I'm out of wood. I'll get more from Frenchy. 
Cut a few cords for him, and he’Ll give me some.” He closes his 
eyes for a moment to signal that his father will always stray 
into the inconsequential. 
“Jesus! It gets me that I'm here because your mother asked 
me, just like I was with Mickey before.” 
“Mickey's dead!” 
“Well, I know his body’s not up there with your concerns.” 
“You got that right! Mick’s a spirit. He’s with the spirits 
of the place, rocks and trees and water.” 
“Yeah, well, your mother would like back the body. She’s 
not clued into all these mystic wonders or anything.” 
“What did you learn from life, Sarge? Sarcasm? Is that the 
way to go?” 
“Sometimes the only way.” 
“Yeah, when you’re snapping some rookie to! But you forget. 
I’m no rookie, and I saw the results of your bullshit ‘duty’ in 
Nam. You lived a lie your entire life!” 
“The Big Conclusion! Your bunch comes to conclusions before 


anything else. Oh it’s not only you. Let me tell you when I walk 
178 


179 
onto an army post, I breathe again! Here are people who 
understand. I can talk again! Without the words choking 
my throat.” 

“Hey it’s a club. Like any other club,” Jack dismissed. 

“No it’s not. It’s not like any other. Anyway, Jack, Son, 
I’ll try to be purer in the next life.” 

“That’Ll be in black and white too 

As to your Coffee buddy, I’ve seen men die, but not for 
such a shit-mishmosh of reasons. Even at our lowest, life is 
worth something. Why throw it away like a filthy rag, or 
something a dog pukes?” 

“Read my book when I finish it-—even if you have to 
get help.” 

Sarge spreads his cold hands on the blanket and 
studies them. “Yeah. God, I don't know. You two kids.” His eyes 
jammed shut this time. 

Jack sways, the broken-backed chair bumping over the dirt 
floor. “Fire,” he is whispering, “he was almost literally on 
fire, and then he ...plunged the six stories. Coffee!” 

“So what? It wasn’t chemical warfare or nothing.” 

“Oh wow the sergeant forever!” and Jack kicks the chair 


into a small cardboard chest with glass knobs. 
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“Okay okay I don’t know why I said that. I'll stop being 
the sergeant. Promise. I know I'm that way too fuckin much. Get 
your chair and sit down...please.” And Jack complies, then puts 
his chin in his hands, leaning his elbows on the table, studies 
his father as one would an interesting stranger. 

“Dad...I can't begin to tell you about the other stops 
after L. A., after Coffee martyred himself. And all of it after 
Nam which you know about too, of course. A shame we never met 
there to waste the lil’ yellow fuckers out of their black 
pajamas. 

Like father and son night at the Elks. But you've probably 
clanked your massive denial mechanism into place by now, so it's 
no use talking about it. Well anyway, Dad, I had to come here, 
in order to...understand two deaths, Mickey's and Coffee's. I 
have to sit in the same chair that Mick did, and see the sun on 
the lake from the same angle, to fish the lake where 
he...sleeps. 

Sarge rubs his eyes. “And eventually to find him. Find him 
myself, his spirit, complete! And find myself, too.” 

“These fuckin Canadians don't show me shit. Why haven't 
they got his body yet? And they can almost pinpoint the exact 


spot he...” 
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“And when I do find him, my thinking about Coffee will be 
certified. I know those two thing'll happen at once, ‘Ll work 
out that way. I had a dream about it.” 

“Yeah, well I don't know about any of that, Jack. I don't 
know nothing about it.” 

Oh Daddy I don't know. Mickey’s voice came to Sarge. Maybe 
it 1s that I'm scared. I don't know. What I try to hold onto in 
all the doubts, and in the times that I shiver and even cry 
about it, is that it’s evil. You're brought up one way and then 
you're supposed to throw your whole life and soul into this 
corruption and lying. Vietnam! 

Sarge tries to focus his blurred eyes on the blue cylinder 
of Diamond Salt on the shelf over the stove...a something beside 
it he can't make out. Then, his gaze drops to Jack who is 
saying. "And I'm gonna talk to Frenchy, too. He knew Mickey and 
I want him on tape.” 

But it is Mickey that Sarge is speaking to in his mind. 

“No war's a Sunday School Picnic!” 

“What’s that, The Little Red Book Of Sergeants?” Jack 
hisses. 

“You've got to come home,” he peers at Jack. “You’ve got to 
come home, Mickey! Your mother has been hurt enough!” 


Waving his bare arms, Jack proclaims, “Hey, I'm Jack, Dad, 
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remember?” And while Sarge is putting one hand atop the other to 
keep them still, he hears Mickey saying, There isn't any home to 
come back to, with you and Mom getting divorced and the whole 
country fouled up alongside of all the rest of this shit. 

“Listen! Dad! What was in that Molsons anyway? Open your 
eyes, all right? Yeah, I’m going to the coast pretty soon, get a 
berth of a fishing boat to get the money to buy a really good 
tape recorder. I don't want to start interviewing with shit. 
“Mickey drowned. Jesus! I can't take the way it all comes in on 
you. So much in this fuckin place reminds me.” Sarge picks up 
the crushed beercan. Every fuckin thing I do, I do twice.” 

“That's because you never learn the first time.” 

“T ...even tried to wrestle him back to the states! 

Christ! So nuts! Past fifty I am, and still doing foolish fuckin 
things.” 

“Yeah, well, nobody grows up in any fuckin continuous Line 
or anything. Like in a textbook.” Jack studies his nails and 
then drums his fingers on the table. “I myself, well I missed my 
chance with Mick is all. I went to Nam. The good son!” 

“You were both my good sons. Both my good sons.” 

Now Jack bangs the table and glares at his father, hunched 


smaller in the old tweed overcoat. “Yeah. Uh huh. Two good sons. 
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Ain’t what you said then I'll bet. Did you brag to your sergeant 
drinking buddies about your draft-dodging Mickey in Canada?” 

Sarge unlocks his hands and grips the edge of the table. 

“IT spoke to people. I talked to people about it. They couldn't 
be nicer, guys in the service. And you know that yourself. It's 
been a privilege spending my life there, with them. It's one of 
the best lives a man can have. Why hell’s bells, it’s so far 
different from the dumb images you kids have it's pitiful!” 

“All right now, all right now. I'm not gonna let you up 
until you get calm. You want a heart attack? I...surprised you 
with this strength, I know. I surprised myself. You can't 
wrestle me back to the states, Daddy. God but you're such a 
ridiculous fool sometimes!” 

“Mickey hated me for going to Vietnam, Dad. I can't get rid 
of that.” 

Sarge is whispering, holding his head. “Look at you! 
Colombian Gold on the t-shirt. Just dope is all. When you gonna 
knock that baby shit off? And don't say Mickey hated you. That’s 
so much shit! I swear to Christ you invent life as you go 
along, Jack. Minute by minute! I swear to Christ you do.” 

“T make up life all right. The only way! I’d like to know 


what the hell else you can do. I do what I want now. But not 
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back then. No way. I did what you wanted and I ended up in Nam 
and my pure, sweet brother ended up drowned here. Double header, 
proud Sarge!” 

Jesus Christ you you you you...are so fuckin...killable!” 

“Your life in a nutshell! Kill! And for fucked-up 
corruption!” 

“Oh I don't want to hear what you have to say. It's mother. 
She wants you near, though I'm fucked if I know why.” 

“You are huh?” Jack pushes his hair back. 

“No. No. I'm sorry. Mickey's death nearly finished her 
altogether. She wants you with her.” 

“Hey, I'ma loner. That's what to tell Violet, Mom. That's 
all there is to it.” 

Sarge saw Violet then, siding down against the kitchen 
tiles, sinking down into the bright welter of Brillo and Spick 
and Span, the plastic bottles of Mr. Clean, Fantastic, the 
welter of all the bright advertising colors. The drying marks on 
the tile wall behind her she had washed. And his own pleading 
voice came back to him then, now, the phone banging against the 
wall. ‘Vi? Please speak to me!’ Then the scattered noises of her 
wrenching herself up through the cardboard boxes. ‘Yes yes 


completely sure. They just called from Canada. It was an 
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accldent. ’ 
Sarge sees her eyes rolling back in her head. 
Iin the pine-smelling kitchen of the newly-rented house 
while her new sergeant-husband checked out something with 


Personnel. 


“Yes I’m sure. I’m sure,” he said aloud now. 

Jack got up to walk to the lone, cracked window. Sarge stared 
past him to where the firs were beginning to darken against a 
rose sky. 

“At any rate, I SURE feel no pull from Mom and the new 
husband. I can't deal with that shit on top of Mickey and 
Coffee. He half turns, his face profiled by that rose light, but 
Sarge remains mentally in the kitchen he has never been in, and 
has been in a hundred times all over the world. “Hey! Did you 
drink anything else before you came up here? You do flip in and 
out. Must be heredity: I phase out and snap back a lot. Product 
of heavy thought. In my case, anyway.” 

And Sarge speaks to both times, both sons. “I love you.” 

As he ponders two small places holding pain, this cabin, 
and that bright kitchen where Vi collapsed. Jack has been 


turning to fully face him, outlined as if by chalk. “It’s not 
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your fault, or Mom’s, but nothing could be enough now. With 
whatever you think you brought up here, you got here too Late, 
the same way you got here too late for Mick.” 

“T don't know about all of that. Nobody can decide those 
things really. You just gotta do what you can do at the time. 
And fuck the recriminations.” 

“You'll have to learn that you can’t, Daddy-Sergeant. 
History runs on blood. I couldn’t forget Coffee if I tried.” 
Sarge shifts in his chair, his brow almost massive in the 
rose-purple Light. “What're you doing for money? 

By way of reply Jack slides down slowly, his back against 
the wall, until he sits under the window. He laughs since it 
reminds him of a slow-motion replay of a TV murder mystery, the 
way a victim fell. 

“No offense, but always your answer when things crowd in 
too tight, isn't it? Money?” 

“Just being a little practical.” 

“Oh I’ll take some but I’m not bad off really. One time I 
handled dishes at the inn for Louise, ran her antique 
dishwasher, helped a guy build a concrete wall in the village. I 
mixed and poured the shit and, as I say, I’\Ll be bumming to the 


coast for fishing soon.”--Jack's voice had grown weary, as if in 
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anticipation of that icy, deadening toil. 

“Handyman in the little Canadian town! Gonna go that way 
forever?” 

In a voice still tired, the talking about work having 
become work. “Until my mission is concluded here. Would it be 
any worse than what you've done? Shooting people the Pentagon 
disagrees with. A little of which I've done, too. Terrible, but 
never boring. We got something to agree on. That last thing.” 
Sarge is already leaning forward, almost out of his heavy 
overcoat, to catch Jack's whisperings “I have...gotten...some 
way ...some fuckin way...a call to, I don’t know, serve. It's 
not real clear yet but...” 

Sarge is making his way towards Jack, to grasp his son’s 
knee as he sinks beside him. “I got the bucks you wanna study 
religion in a college or something.” He too whispers. 

“T get it through my fingertips. I don't need their books. 
I don't need their professors’ straitjacketed brains.” On the 
dirt floor, and sitting next to each other in the darkening 
Silence, they hear the wind picking up after a moment, shaking 
the window above them. Far-distant loons. 

Sarge drops a meaty hand behind Jack's neck, pulls his face 


towards his. “I'm picking up a new duty assignment in few days. 
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Could be any fuckin where. You come there with me. You can do 
anything you want then. Write or whatever. I won't ask you 
question one.” 

Jack pulls away and stands up. He goes to the cardboard 
chest, whose glass knobs glimmer. 

And while extracting a candle stuck into a round Mateus 
wine bottle, and further rummaging for matches he pleads, “Let 
me go! Tell Mommy to let me go too! I don't want to just die 
like Mickey. You’ve got to have the time to think about things, 
take the time you need to really really think, before you get 
fuckin taken out of life too.” 

“You come there with me..I said, Jesus Christ, I said the 
Same exact thing to Mickey in this hooch of a cabin. Can you 
beat it?” 

Striking the match to light the candle, Jack proclaims, 

“T hope to.” 

“Even that stupid salt sitting up there in the same place 
on the shelf...but not that.” Noticing the small picture for the 
first time, next to the blue cylinder of salt. But not that 
thing.” A smeary white flower of sorts containing an absurdly 
large honey bee. 


“Friend of mine did it.” The candle flame threw Jack's 
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Shadow against the wall of the tiny cabin, dwarfing Sarge who 
still sat on the floor. 

“That bee could bite your ass off!” 

“Thanks for the art criticism, but once and for all I'm 

staying, Dad. I live here for practically nothing! 
Cabin's abandoned and I'm improving it, even adding to some of 
the things Mickey did. Frenchy gives me wood and beer. I don't 
Know how you could get me back in the states. I got everything 
here. Everything!” 

“For Mommy!” 

“What did Christ say?” Jack arranges the candle under his 
face by sliding it along the blanket on the table until he is 
satisfied with his reflection in the window. “I have no mother 
or father. Or Coffee said it. What Christ said was--wait a 
minute--you have no mother or father if you follow me. Well, 
anyway, I have no mother or father while I'm getting my fix on 
Coffee and Mickey. It's as simple as that. He jumps back from 
the candle as Sarge scrabbles up. 

“He was a bum, a bum!” He drops onto his chair with a 
half-sob. “Mickey was good. Too good. Too godamn fuckin goddamn 
good!” And he bangs the table with both fists, the shadows of 


his arms running across the ceiling and down the walls. 
189 


190 

While seizing the rocking wine bottle and candle, Jack 
yells “Christ, Daddy! Try to cool it will you? You’re making too 
big a deal about everything. What's the difference if I stay? 
I'm a grunt. Here to die. What's the difference? Huh? 

But Sarge is oddly tracking back, musing: “Grunt, Dogface, 
G. I., Doughboy, Rough Rider.” 

“They're all grunts,” Jack remarks. “Hey get the grunts 
together there'd be no war. War's a gentlemen's game with 
sergeants for butlers and all-round asswipes. The grunts cut the 
grass and die.” 

In his irritation, Sarge waves his hands next to his ears. 
“Oh I don't wanna hear any more of that. Ever! I'm sick of it 
From you and Mickey. When the fuck does the half-view stop? 

Like life is a fuckin easy puzzle or something. Do like I say 
says a whole bunch of fuckin little peckerheads like you, and 
they can’t find their fuckin keys! I'm sick of it. It's a 
sonofabitch of a fuckin complicated fuckin business, life. 

An art. Not little schoolboy complaints. Or infatuations. 

No fuckin way! 

“Whatever you say.” Jack sits and his father slides a hand 
along the blanket to clamp over his. “Come with me on my next 


assignment- Please? I need you. And later you can vacation with 
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Mom and Carter. You'll like him. He's quite the reader. 
I never had a life with Mickey: Korea, Thailand, Australia, 
Burma, Thailand, Germany you name it, and with you kids never 
along. I missed both you growing up. Let me make it up now? 

Jack, with difficulty, has his hand back. “You killed 
Mickey!” he screams, making Sarge blink and blink. 

“No! Are you crazy? 

“T did, too. He begged me not to join, and then not to go 
to Nam, and I told him it was for you. For you! The both of us 
in Canada’d finish you, I told him. Final nail in your coffin it 
would be. It was the final nail in his--so to speak since he 
hasn’t got one yet.” And as Jack had been speaking, Sarge flung 
his hands to his face, rubbing hard as he speaks now. “I'ma 
soldier. It’s what I Know. You must know something of what 
that means.” 

“Absolute anachronism if you indeed know what THAT means. 

“I do and you're full of shit on this small point. It ain’t 
no perfect world. Gotta be army!” 

“Not what Coffee taught.” 

“Taught? You see that windy asshole as some stoned prophet 
or something!” 


Jack puts a finger into the flame but snaps it back. 
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“T'm gonna write down everything Coffee said that day, and 
everything that Mickey ever said. They're both saints and that's 
no shit either.” 

“He was a shithead and Mickey...was so torn apart. He 
really wasn't sure about anything. 

What are you and Mommy trying to do to me? I can't come 
back to any future in the states anyway. What? Give service to 
retarded children and the nation forgives! But I haven't sinned. 
I haven’t sinned. It’s crap. just more crap! 

Jack completed Mickey’s old thoughts. “And saints can be 
all fucked up. They ain’t perfectly integrated to any bourgeois 
world or nothing. And they have horrendous horrendous conflicts 
inside them. Their vision! Their vision! It burns up all your 
petty kind of shit, Sarge.” 

Sarge iS again rubbing his eyes as I to get them to focus 
on just one time frame. “Our Mickey, our little Mickey He was 
confused and hurt. He told me he was afraid he'd die in Nam; 
that wasn’t the whole reason he wouldn’t go, but he was afraid 
too, my Little Mickey was. So he was all kinds of feelings.” 

“Hey the macho shit has died except with you old army 
daddies and queers into leather.” 


Sarge is grabbing the wine bottle with its candle; he wants 
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to throw it against the wall. 

“Oh yeah? Well fars I can get it, your Coffee is just a 
fuckin cokehead pig! No damn way there's all kinds of feelings 
there! No fuckin way!” 

Jack, wary suddenly, stares into his eyes as Sarge 
brandishes the bottle, making their shadows dash madly around 
the walls from the sputtering candle. “I ought to break your 
head for comparing him to our Mickey!” 

But he drops the bottle to the table where it spins on its 
belly, the flame seeming to expire, but then popping to life as 
Jack rights the bottle and smiles at Sarge's wrenching tears. 
“Our unworthiness brings us great pain.” 

“Still...open...offer. I’tl pay...religious...training... 
college...sSeminary. 

“Would they accept Mickey and Coffee as prophets?” 

Sarge uses an edge of the blanket to rub his eyes dry. 
“T,” he whispers, “I don’t know how to say this, Jack, 
but...don't know...I don’t like to say it. I don’t wanna.” 

“Uh huh. Then don’t bother saying anything. You’ve said 
enough calculated to hurt me.” 

“But you're somehow absolutely full of shit, somehow 


absolutely full of shit! I know it. I just know it. I know I 
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don’t have the vocabulary to say it right, but...” 
“T see,” Jack smiles. “Now can we count that as the Last, 
low card you're going to play? I’m sorry, but leave me! 
And without further fuckin drama in all the fuckin grammatical 
tenses because you don’t know where you are or who you’re 
talking to! Please? Go? I'd really like to pray now. 


I really would.” 
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17 The Swarm 


Testing..one, one and a half.. I’m using this machine a Nam 
kid gave me before he bought the Agent Orange farm. 

Well, it’s really not a disease and you can’t die from it, 
but he didn’t know any fuckin better. I don’t either, having 
gotten my guts permanently seared in Korea. 

Well, so here I go. If you’re listening to this you 
shouldn’t be. So, stomp and grind the cassette please. It’s just 
me talking to me. My compulsion, your boredom. 

Do me that favor. It’d be trash if Mr Death hadn’t snuck 
the joker in on me. 

Anyway, when I got the good news, the final divorce papers 
with all their seals and gorgeous eighteenth century thickets of 
prose, the giant vise of all of our guilt and pain and crazing 
dreams opened wide its awful jaws. Ah yes these papers will 


become my dearest possessions, since I relish wonderful shows 
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about nothing. 

But it was a temporary freedom, because that old electrical 
Swarm in my brain swept on once more, like a storm in some 
flying, cloud-rushing Hansel and Gretel woods or something. 

The bending trees, masses of twigs blackening the light. You 
Know the bit. 

A lot of it's from the latest drugs of course. They don't 
stint. And the end product of modern technology is exhaustion... 
but not yet..the doctor within says. 

Albert Sweitzer said that. Witch doctors were somehow good 
at activating the doctor within. My doctors are poisoning him. 
Tough. It’s all they can think of doing. At any rate the doctor 
within is too sick for anything. Besides being an eggplant. As I 
am. As I am. My mind a swarm. 

Swarm of swarms, swarms of what? I think of leaves, their 
reflections flooding up on a windshield when I watch a visitor 
leave here, watch from this old sunporch in a rambling hulk of 
rotting wood squatting among these high-rise hospital buildings. 
My room for the duration since I gave my ward bed to a Vietnam 
kid who called me Pop. Pop. Jesus! 

But I am this Pop as the GIs were mine, theirs the 


doughboys. For peaceable families we do have wars. Since I have 
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my precious divorce papers I will no longer see certain leaves, 
black leaves, dark leaves, rushing up from the face of my wife, 
playing in her spectacular red hair. Her tears should be running 
upwards too, yes? Why should they go just one way? 

The lovely cape of hers twisting upwards among the running 
leaves, cone of merging colors. As lovely as the mermaid’s as 
she comes from out the sea. 

Ah yes. And am I making fun of what I know is beautiful? 

No matter for beauty transcends: what is truly Lovely 
forever beyond us. 

But recently I saw amid the rushing leaves a ghost in the 
Slippery back-swept glass, the face of that evil, infatuated imp 
from VE day, who will forever be transported from the past and 
into future realms more horrible than war. She has watched my 
dying, and watches it now as a ghost in windshields. 

Bear with me a while as I'm rational. I am next to death, 
smelling of dirt as the Greeks say, but my memories forever 
quicken because, you see, Our experiences never grow old. 

Therefore my first love, my coarse-lipped baker's daughter 
is alive too among the shattered glass of that roaring day. 

My imp, ever-watching imp, too, is fresh and horribly 


alive her eyes black and shining onyx. 
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ALl of your life is alive and leaping while you are. Even 
if dead memories or dead people come up. But you know, the 
creature that the Japanese encounter in the dark and final wood 
has a blank and featureless face, not the warty, knobby bitch we 
find horrifying. And after I read of this I knew why on 
exquisite occasions my evil imp loses all her features. Her 
blankness hangs in whatever windshield, and is often framed in a 
Single pane of this sunporch, perfectly smooth, glowing bone- 
white. Or stock still among the smashed and slashed ruins of 
Kristallnacht. 

All crystal nights and sometimes my own. I've got to stop 
being interested in everybody's old stories. They freight my 
life with more than it can bear. Don’t major in History. Or in 
yourself. Clifton Webb in Titanic: “We have no time to catalog 
our regrets.” 

Red the fool-idealist, Communist if you want a laugh, his 
death mask in the dark air of that trolley car, then. In the 
junkyard now, a relic that trolley, Red’s face still hanging 
there. When we die we hang in the air forever. Not déja vu when 
you walk past a place and sicken. Just someone hangin’ out. 

Hungry little baker's girl, the glazings on the pastries... 


but my brain is right now burning out all of these sweets with 
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the acid of my life, leaving everyone and everything blank. 

Is everything still alive in the present? Everything that 
happened. Tell me something. Can you tell me something? 
Skipper. Tell me something, Skipper, isn't it time to die when 
you welcome it? When your brain sears out all the details, and 
life’s a blank face? 

Is it a blank face, Death? Tell me, Skipper. 

And of the future, Skipper, what of that? Nerve gas and 
germ warfare let's say? But no more crystal nights or days. 

For the neutron bomb retains the glass and metal in its 
aesthetic configuration, say of a Cadillac Seville, ora 
Mercedes, and just snuffs the people out, sucks the driver out 
of the velour front seat as the fabric slowly recovers from the 
imprint of his ass. 

This, the art of the future. All those cars with no one 
left to drive them. Ah the material paradise of it all! And to 
those remaining, fission or fusion? Children, which to melt you? 

And how many lies to bring it all about? Just an infinity? 
I'm like the Nam kids, I blab on. Unrepresentative of my 
generation, since every time it went up our ass our mouths 
Snapped shut. Is it I who is vulgar, or my words, or the truth? 


Christ sought the moral company of whores to demonstrate 
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that truth is vulgar. Amen I say to you, I saw the elephant and 
he shit all over me. 

Well ...anyway...with these broken kids from Nam flooding 
the place, I alone have escaped to tell thee. 

No, I alone am left to greet them. 

The contemporaries of bitter Red, my VE trolley driver, 
are dying off in wholesale lots, so the Korean vets are the 
historical bridge between those old and usually patriotic folks 
and these sweet and fucked up heads from Nam. 

Ah the wonder and butchery! You'll find everything in each 
mishmosh of a war, from shame to saintliness. 

As you'll find everything in me. One shrink told me that I 
tried to externalize the evil in myself but it harrowed me. 

It harrows me! Shit, Hamlet! Or Horatio. Can’t remember which. 
What is bad and good in me shutters in and out. I am as bad as 
they come, and I am the shaky innocent, vaguely urinous, moving 
the silhouetted ships on the wall, who was carried on the black 
and glittering crest of VE Day, my own small Kristallnacht. 

Set afire, experimentally, portentially, in Korea, who 
exposed himself to frozen Minnesota, and discovered a giggling 
electrical ferocity of sex in a floury baker's shop under Jesus, 


that original bleeding heart. 
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Who has been bitterly bitterly cheated and who has had 
everything. But about Korea, my white accident which never 
happened? Why didn’t I tell the newspapers? Because I’m telling 
you. And you’Ll never hear it, and how fuckin appropriate 
is that? For unless a man sayeth his life upon deaf ears he is 
one hand clapping. That’s in the Gethsemane proverbs. A 
wonderful expression of Mr Pain, my old passionate confederate. 

You’ll hear no sound however clear we call. 

Who would now kill for a nickel: or for nothing at all. 

And who would give up the portion of life left for these sweet 
and fucked-up heads, most of whom will die after hardly knowing 
they Lived. Full of talk and dying fast. 

So I will type madly to get them some Agent Orange justice, 
run down to the PX to fetch a kid aftershave. Everything's a 
religious act. When you feel it. 

I say further unto you that I have walked in instant fire 
which turned the very ground to molten glass. I have seen the 
future and it works. Fuckin well. Like the fisherman I read 
about who drifted into a poisonous cloud one magnificent and 
expansive morning. 

Out of sunny, glassy brilliance for a second or two, back 


into it dead. He has, however briefly, seen the future and it 
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sure fuckin worked on him. I am that fisherman but where is the 
fisher of men? Deaf dumb and blind! I’tl do it. I’lt be the 
fisher of men. What should I fill out? 

But it never happened of course, this story of the poisoned 
fisherman. I acknowledge this, as the kid who gave me this 
blinking recorder never died of what he died of, and my own 
melting story never happened either, though my expenses are 
forever paid by the government which perpetuated nothing. 
Everything’s normal, since what do you match my speeding 
delusion against? Other delusions? Rise up from that boat, 
fisherman. 

You never died and I never turned to mush inside searing white. 

I do go on, but these hopheads are somehow born knowing all 
these things. They knew it in Vietnam. But talk about other 
things over their silent wisdom. Nothing that’s inside. 

Vault of gnashing. 

They knew the lying madness and had to buy a ticket out 
when they could stand it no longer. And now they'll never sweat 
anything again. Nor will they buy into the vicious gentility of 
American life. The racism. The materialism. Why would they care? 
What do we have that they could possibly want? The women 


forever charging at their earthly paradise department stores? 
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They also serve who only fuck and shop. 

Some truth has set them free, my Nam guys. Great. But why 
the drugs? They say that I can’t understand. I can. Why the 
drugs now? Snuck in here. That’s what I can't understand. 
Anomaly in my love for them. Love without anomaly is impure. 

Oh pretty and pretty her hair and face oh pretty oh pretty 
my redhaired wife. Gone but not yet forgotten. Her image ina 
nest of pain--as it were. 

Ah but the imp cancels her out, cancels out too the pretty, 
raw- lipped girl who seduced and was seduced under the radiating 
sacred heart while multitudinous life roared outside and glass 
showered down. I try to get her face back in, but the imp won't 
be squeezed out. How evil persists. 

Do you suppose my mother in Lascivious concert with Uncle 
Sam and the Pope has something to do with it? (Group's The Ball- 
Squeezers if you're buying the CD.) 

The president on TV again. He tells us and the Russians, or 
Chinese, of the states of our unions. He warns and he blusters. 
They get less than equal time the next day. But more than 
Americans do. 

All the old gestures seem sillier and even more hateful. 


The people are running far ahead of their leaders. 
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Who eventually catch up upon acres of corpses. 

Cry for yourself and all who will die in a way too totally 
fucked up to catalog. 

Deluded among mass delusions. Massively deluded. 

The tragedy of those countless crosses of white over 
today's whole rolling Earth, in graveyards so huge they can be 
seen from space. Cry for them now. A tear for each would equal 
how many Lifetimes of crying? Measure that before you gauge the 
distances of stars. 

And what has been subtracted from the lives of those who 
died so young, so gold, in war? 

Everything, all those moments of exhilaration, or despair, 
or even some bittersweet nuance reflected on over coffee or the 
like? I hold out more for the low comedy such as my extended 
episode on a Minnesota lake. These base and clownish moments by 
the billions were dammed forever at the Marne, The Bulge, 
Heartbreak Ridge, Da Nang. Our world lost them. 

Their restoration might make life more bearable in the 
advanced industrial civilizations. My deal to the Almighty: 
Bring back each of these shattered soldiers from all of our 
American wars for one delicious, loutish rube-animal instant, 


because in all of these is all of life compounded. 
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My part of the deal? The sincere offer of one still-burning 
heart. For a carnival. 

Each culture eats its children, of course, one way or the 
other. But metaphor is easier to take than murder. As is the 
theoretical lifeboat. If it comes down to the real one, you'll 
be among those, who bought on. And even shivering to death on 
that lifeboat, lots of talk of money. 

War is best a metaphor. My burning in Korea was a metaphor; 
thus the surprise of true death coming. 

Deaths will be staggered in the lifeboat as bores will bore 
themselves and each other to death. And will the master bore be 
the first to go or the last? Forget it. 

I know that in America we won't be patriotically murdered 
so long as we keep consuming. 

And the one-half of one percent who own twenty-six percent 
of the wealth won't shoot or cremate us or jam us in their 
nigger jails if we buy eight cars and load each one with 
toasters. 

Consume or die. “I'm American and I hate the Americans.” 

1830-something when there was one night of fantastic meteor 
Showers: The Night the Stars Fell. 


KRISTALNACHT: JEWS PUT ON NOTICE BY TONS OF BROKEN GLASS. 
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Niggers and Arabs and all varieties of Indians advised by Mr. 
Fate to keep an ear peeled. 

Compared to our potential the German act is bush. 

We'll bring in The Harvard Business School and banks of 
computers. 

You are invited to the massive, world-wide Crystal Night in 
the year 2xxx . The favor of a reply is not necessary. 

Whoops! Two or three of my burn-frames click, click by. Are 
they expunging memories or lies? 

In the Chinese myth ten suns appear in the sky one day, all 
but burning up the world. Wouldn't that melt us though, mix us 
in a lava of molten glass as it liquefies along with everything 
else? Not all that much sweat for them, since they had a heroic 
archer shoot them all down but one. 

In our time USA, Russia, China, Brazil, South Africa, 
Israel, France, India, Pakistan, and OPEC all have suns. Is that 
ten? Counting cells of my seared brain have checked out. 

And our little half-lives will be rounded with a sleep and 
we will be Children of Fire, enveloped by fire. 

Oh Lord give me the fire now, on my knuckles, so blue from 
burying the mermaid's cape, from digging my grave. Who's walking 


on it now? Why it's a man from Chad, old doddering man of 35, 
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average Life expectancy there. 

How're you doing, old black skate? And how bout a super- 
shiny Capitalistic nickel, Nigger? One still hot since we fought 
for it. Die with some grace now. 

We’re easily embarrassed, and the sight and sound of you 
could ruin the barbecue and Super Bowl. 

But then again you prefer to live starving and humiliated. 
I forgot that. And to die at 35. According to the bank’s survey. 

And don’t worry, Chad, you got some American counterparts 
who like living in shit and rotting away. This whole process is 
labeled freedom, by the way. It’s our fuckin right, Chad. 

One more thing. It's said that if all the food in the world 
were shared we’d all be a little hungry. Why you gotta go, Chad 
Baby! Don’t take any wooden hotdogs. 

And get off my fuckin grave. You’Lll be happier in your own. 
Those various Vietnam niggers are walking on me, and they won't 
last to 35 either, brains blown to shit on terror and drugs. 

But be of heart all you Nam burnouts, bound to expire before 
that immense chemical fire gets all the bosses and their willing 
fartsuckers, all the grasping middle class boys and girls trying 
for more and more. Lying for more. 


And jussssssssssst when you get the golden ring...melts 
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through your hand, leaving a stinking, smoking hole. 

I say to you that after the rivers of fire pass and the 
smell of burning flesh subsides, many survivors who will say it 
never happened and let's get back to the lie that built this 
country! But you be of good cheer, Chad back there, ‘cause you 
niggers never really lived or died in the big scheme of the 
Western God. 

And if you did twas for a worthy cause as you dissolve in 
the ten suns for some fat boy to buy his slut butter creams and 
fuck her with impunity by the pool while you hemorrhaged out of 
mouth and eyes and ears and asshole. Asshole! 

But, again, be of good cheer, Chad. As I said, lots of 
Americans wont hit 35 due to domestic disturbances. And other. 

For what is preserved is corruption. What is fought for is 
filth. What is died for is wealth and privilege. Better Red than 
dead, huh? 

WelL, better anything than what you are now. A sort of 
glistening toad, hopping and screwing to applause. 

Beyond the utter shit of words, all wars are fought to keep 
a class entrenched. What difference if they preside over 
Washington, EXXON or the Politburo? 


The choking galling waste on God's sweet green earth among 
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his singing birds! 


Cassette’s almost out. It was a bargain, and... 
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18 Verna’s Funeral 


The tribe intended a service for Verna soon after her death, 
but a younger leadership took over and didn’t want any ceremony 
honoring Caucasians. Thereafter, the long, bitter fight over 
building a casino pushed all else aside. 

Thirty! or so years later at the canyon service, Old Priest, 
looking a frail 100 in a new checked flannel shirt from Sears, 
presides. He knows most of the tribal chants. Those who know all 
of them depend on tips at the casino, so don’t ask to be released. 
He speaks in spurts, with Labored breathing and muttered chants in 
between. William Sparklehorse introduces him, explaining, “We’re 
here. Why not sooner? Well, one thing and another.” 

The white buffalo is with us each day as Verna is with us. 

The time of the lone wolf is finished. 

We are those we waited for. 

We are sacred as Verna in the blood of the world. 


The Great Spirit makes the wind and the sun and the pretty 
baby in the blanket. 
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And the blanket with its tribal symbols. 

He guides the potter’s hand and blows into the kiln. 

Come to him as son and daughter and you will speak to our 
tribe’s Verna, who is with him forever. Her name is whispered by 
the breeze which never stops. 


The Great Spirit loves you as he loves the wind the buffalo 
races. 


The Christian side of the service is handled by Dr Harold 
Earnshaw, who has just led a busload of other Episcopal seniors, 
the “High Church Sharks,” to the casino. 

He is given a yellowed program from a long-ago dinner 
celebrating the tribal hospital’s senior staff to cull some 
biographical facts about Verna. 

His theme proves an immense hit with his Indian audience, 
most of whom have no religion of either type. “If, like Verna, you 
walk the road of lifetime service, with its dust and ruts and 
potholes, and all the hazards of this world, then you have 
strapped on the sandals of Jesus Christ. 

“And when you do that, you can go anywhere at any time, for 
you will never truly be afraid again.” 

Jeanette Redfeather Osgood, of Osgood’s Hardware had prepared 
food for everyone. She complimented Dr Earnshaw, adding that when 


she left the reservation she stopped being afraid. 
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One old man later dictated just the phrase ‘Sandals of Jesus 
Christ’ to his granddaughter, who wrote it in orange crayon on a 
brown paper bag. 

He placed it atop the stack of family photographs, retrieving 
it periodically to gaze at the words, especially when feeling weak 
and sick. 

Having arranged flattened cardboard boxes over the windows so 
a beam of light strikes the script, making it glow, he watches 
Jeopardy afternoons on his huge can of a dim RCA. 


Seated on the floor and wrapped in blankets, “Sandals of 
Jesus Christ,” he nods to Alex Trebeck. 


Dr Bert Windsong had felt that someone should attend from 
Casino Finance, so dispatched Louis Bravest Wolf, recently 
graduated from Tufts University as L. B. Wolf. 

-What did Old Priest say? 

-He never said. 

-Oh come on now! He must’ve said something. 

-Same ole moonshit. Tonto and the conversing rocks. 


-Give me more of a hint. Or this office won’t give you a 
Lunch voucher, promised or not. 


-A is A except when it’s B. Then it’s C. 

-Creative Indian algebra? 

-C being for Christian, since he stirs in some baba-babaloo 
from the New Testament also. From the sleaze-o God Is Love 


gang, I suspect. Hell, both streams are polluted, so what’s 
the difference? 
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-I see. And the actual clergyman they got? 
-Worse. 
-Wow! Tufts really turning out hard-edged secularists! 


-You got that straight. It’s the difference between God with 
serial farting, or the satisfaction of taking a good shit. 


-Am I to look forward to similar chunks of sunshine from 
you during your employment here? 


-Hey I got one! Food fabulous! That hardware lady from town? 
Redfeather something? Colleague of my mother’s anyway. 
Twisted Folklore Group. Excuse me, Bible Study. Better she 
should stick to cooking. There she’s a fuckin saint! 

-Can’t stop, can you? At any tiresome rate, our food or...? 
-Both. Best of all possible worlds. 

-God I miss our cooking! But it wouldn’t go in the casino. 


-The world’s a casino. That’s why it’s so full of shit! 


-Your favorite word, I know, but we deal with money here. 
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1 9/11/01 


“Time to submit my resignation.” 

“Why is that?” Doc looked up from his chicken salad 
Sandwich to see his department chairman joining him. With Jonas 
you first saw the bushy brows, then tufts of white hair in his 
ears. 

“IT spotted your name on a brochure for Advanced Double 
Transformational Psychiatry or some such hyper-academic 
horseshit. And I promised when the fifth startling new approach 
came along, I’d get out. Five is the complete cycle ina 
plodding career. When I came to this combative University of 
Pennsylvania, I fought in the avant-garde of another startling 
development, the name of which I’ve forgotten. Anyway, a 
different time then! 


We all had brews after--even the vanquished. All of us making 
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such witty jokes as Get off the table, Mabel, that money’s for 
the beer! 

“Anyway, everyone should be asked once a year: Are you 
finished? I really don’t have to count to any number to 
Know I am. Oh I can still be the head clerk around here till 
retirement, but unfortunately I wouldn’t know a truly original 
idea if it bit me in the ass. Young people have ideas. They 
don’t know any better.” 

“Whatever,” Doc sighed, “I’m just there for the Luncheon 
panel at Windows On the World. Why make a big deal of it? 

Can I get you a beer? Hemlock?” 

"September eleventh, two thousand and one! A day which will 
live in scholarship. Or infamy. Whatever. Eighty-five plus 
floors up or so! Brought high to be struck down.” He smugly 
crossed his arms in front of a sticky coffee mug left by 
someone. 

“How’s that?” 

“Why do you think you were invited?” One brow flared. 

“T have no idea. I can hardly say double trans...” Doc 
twirled a toothpick with a tiny shredded skirt. 

“Straw man. To represent old thinking, ripe for 
dismemberment by the young Turks. Sorry.” 


“T guess it had to come to that.” Doc laughed. “You stick 


around and soon you’re one of the old guys. But they’Ll be 
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disappointed. I’m about what might work with patients. Not big 
ideas or Chinese boxes of abstractions!” 

“Patients? They’Ll consider that a hideously dated notion. 
And those Chinese boxes you shun are breathtaking; whereas, 
clinical details? Beneath contempt! Pissing, shitting, 
haunted people! How can you make that pretty? And it has to be 
pretty before it’s abstract. And then it’s beautiful! 

Having absolutely nothing to do with anything!” 

“Well, excuse me! But, at least somewhere in there, that’s 
putting the cart before the horse.” 

“Say that! They’Ll love that! ‘Now that is just what we’re 
doing, DOCTOR!’ a whiz-kid’ll shout, and applause will sweep 
that room so so far up in the gritty, toxic New York clouds. 
Appropriately enough, for such airy and poisonous assholes. 
Maybe a hundred windows up! I’m vague on that. Have to check the 
Triple A guidebook!” 

“T think, as always, Jonas, you have too many stories. 
Anyway, what do you want me to do, not go?” Doc placed the 
toothpick on his napkin. 

“Oh you’ll have a great time. It’s actually fun. It is 
ideas, after all.” 


“White man speak with forked tongue.” 
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“Indeed I do. We do. It’s like taking a wonderful bath! 
In language! Anyway, you’lLl be cleansed mid the cumulous.” 

“Sounds like the Maxwell Parrish painting over my parents’ 
sofa.” 

“How is Stelly? I liked Stelly. I wish she hadn’t left.” 

“Well, she had a cockeyed plan to become a captain 
in Belize. Pitiful! Laughable! Delusional! And what do you know? 
She’s a captain in Belize. Licensed and everything.” 

“Do I say good for her?” 

“Go right ahead! It made divorce and custody easier. 
And she’s trying to be a Mom again. She phones pretty much every 
week, but I can’t let her talk to Kippy just yet because 
she’s high. But she’s getting better. She promised not to call 
for another month, and then to be stone-cold clean when 
she does." 

"Do you believe her? That it’s not just addict stuff?” 
Concern registered on the ample, ruddy forehead. 

“Yes I believe her this time. She’tl do it. And when 
Kippy’s older she can spend vacations down there.” 

“Sometimes when I’m done understanding things in my 
wonderful, comforting, academic way, I discover the slamming, 


tragic dimension to so much of life. A family ruined by drugs or 


am I 


from 
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being melodramatic?” 
“Not enough.” 
“Give me that check!” Jonas snatched it with high drama 


Rocco, the waiter. “Department picking up your chicken 


Salad sandwich and whatever. Want a desert? I love having you 


around!--you have absolutely no academic ambition! 


“Anyway, consider it an award for a totally superb doctor, 


the real deal never fully recognized. Now don’t laugh in 


embarrassment. I’m not drawing my long bow this one time. 


like 


“Simply the truth.” 


“My Mommy has a boat, a big boat!” 

“Yes she does, but this is a train. Silver train. Silver is 
one of your doll’s little purses.” 

“Tricky Diddles?” 


“Yes, Tricky Diddles: she drives the boy dolls crazy. 


Anyway, Sweetheart, the train is called Acela, and it goes into 


the biggest building in the whole world! And then it stops, and 


it goes straight up, way way up 


y" 


“Like an L-vator.” 


“Yes, just like one.” 
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“Daddy take me train go way way up!” 

“Yes! I promise! But not this time. This time you’Ll stay 
here with Mrs Lowry. And you’1Ll tell her your Daddy’s story, and 
she’Ll correct it with the astringent truth-—which is why we have 
the Mrs Lowrys of the world.” 

That next, very early morning, Doc left with his briefcase 
after kissing Kippy in her sleep-warmth. “Train way sky,” she 
burbled in dreams. 

He left the front door open, Lamplight spilling onto the 
black Lawn. When Mrs Lowry’s cream Neon pulled in, he waved and 
started his walk to the station, escaping her to avoid 
confirming details for the third time. 

“Don’t worry!” she yelled, getting out of the car. “I’ve 
got the keys!” She thrust them up, dim gold, to convince him, 


though the front door stood wide open. 


20 The Couple From New Jersey 


“Hey, what an Illusion! Better than Disney! And the actress 
that played the dead lady was terrific. She asked us where we were 
from, I mean after that whole Chuckie Boy Charlie schtick 
with all the...” 

God she made that real,” the woman said, “especially the 
moaning. My eyes were watering. She asked where we were from, 
and we told her Southern Jersey, and she said she was from 
Wilmington, Delaware, not that far.” 

“And then poof, she was gone.” He slapped his hands together. 
“You gotta tell us how you manage that! I mean, we paid our money, 
and‘ll spend the rest of the week dropping big bucks at the 
casino, and won’t tell anybody else, so give us a break!” 

William Sparklehorse, tourleader, shrugged, “No actress.” 

And as the couple sarcastically laughed and protested and scoffed, 
he kept injecting “No actress” in a flat irritating tone, like a 


child. 
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“Listen! Where we’re from we got more bullshitters and 
ballbreakers per square block than you got on this whole freakin 


reservation!” the New Jersey man finally radiated. 


21 Clock of Roses 


I want you to wash him all over with Pear’s Soap from 
England. That ancient one upstairs? Her husband was a diplomat 
in London. For unknown, probably insane, reasons, Young Saddam 
‘disappeared’ him somewhere between there and Baghdad. So she 
has the lovely British products, but not him. I will speak to 
her. 

If she wants a little money, so be it. 

And get the boy off the street! He could someday be the 
genius of Iraqi football! God willing! 

Now the man I am sending him to is known in the entire 
world as a unparalleled judge of talent. He is very old and his 
hands shake constantly, so little Ali will be frightened, but he 
must have courage! 

In a missile attack 


The old man will kiss him many times and feed him sweets. 


221 

But then he’Ll take him to the garden and let him play with a 
ball along the paths. Just watching, watching. Then he’Ll send 
him home in another illegal taxi and phone me. And he’Ll agree 
with my opinion! I know it. Someday, everyone will repeat his 
name! Your son! 

The Americans will leave, and this latest war on this 
venerable mess of dust and architecture, God willing, 

very very very fast bicycle kick 
will just be counted among so many, but your Ali could someday 
mean Iraqi football, bring it to international respect! 
World Cup! His natural talent, as very young as he is, 

the boy who played football in the streets 

comes from God. A gift none of us deserves. When I think of the 
miracle of it I cannot sleep! Oh I know you think your esteemed 
uncle has gone crazy! But this child, your son... 

was always laughing 

‘Ali gets the ball between Becham and Pele!’ Ali announces 
as he plays near the telephone exchange, amusing a man peddling 
Single roses. ‘His famous and very very very fast bicycle kick 
makes the ball like a rocket go! And Mister Goalie tries with 
his white gloves..!’ 


Flashing whiter than white as time shut. 


In the street outside the telephone exchange 

So I leave it to you to shine him up and make him 
smell sweet. Not many little boys do, I can assure you that! 

very very very fast bicycle kick 

and the doctors and nurses cried 

they remembered him as.. 

Do you still have your in-paradise husband’s non-Moslem 
whiskey? Just a dram will calm me. Such an old fool not to 
sleep! Oh you are a mother of course! And want him to stay a 
child. 


In Odessa, on one street! perhaps the same block! three 


boys who became world-class violinists. They had no childhood. 


That is what is required by God. Ali’s childhood ends today. 
We can teach the Jews poetry; they can teach us 
dedication. 
You can teach the Americans nothing. 
and always laughed 
circle of roses like a clock 
6, was killed 
laughed 
Mister Goalie trying with his white gloves! 


and the nurses 
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his white gloves! 


,6 
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22 The Strange Baton Passes 


Banjo Keeley, who took over Skipper’s causes when he died, 
played his final cassette a few times, not recognizing much in it 
but the scattered passions. He held it apart when Skip’s kids 
picked up his things. (Nobody wanted the old portable typewriter, 
sold for two dollars at a driveway sale run by patients desiring 
Christmas pajamas embossed with silver angels.) 

Banjo had a Mac which he used to hector any official with an 
email address. That he fit certain extreme psychiatric definitions 
would surprise anyone watching him work. More of a non-ideological 
schmoozing lobbyist than was Skipper, and on the phone much of the 
day for veterans’ causes, his attire of sports jacket and creased 
slacks, along with polished loafers, continuously amused his 
scruffy ward mates. 

All of this would have established him as a character, except 


for it being trumped by his nighttime persona, when in sheet 


clinched by political pins, a sort of toga, he wandered dark, 
abandoned corridors closed by austerity budgets. 

Quietly strumming his banjo along canted gurneys with missing 
wheels, he whispered impromptu doggerel, mostly about the 
6 o’clock TV news, and often mixed into extended praise of 
Maureen’s hair. 

And when epic adoration clashed with raucous school board, 
he clanged discords, angrily humming to drown out anything 
non-Maureen. 

Too, he sometimes related news to a few bits of Skipper’s 
recorded screed. 

Once, after the viciously contested 2000 presidential 
election in Florida, Banjo was much bemused that chad, a paper dot 
not completely punched out of the ballot, attained new meaning. 


Ole Skip you’d get a kick, 
Chads hangin’ off the vote. 


And though no one is dying, 
no one 1s smiling. 


You can feel 
when they steal. 


Banjo was also called Night Ghost by staff and patients. 


No one has ever seen him sleep. 


23 Gathering Beauty 


Doc’s daughter Kippy attended the running camp for pre-teen 
girls at Swarthmore College. At the end of the final day, the 
girls were ordered to jog the track while Dr Jill Lankow, their 
coach, stoked up the grill for the farewell party and awards 
ceremony. 

They complied half-heartedly, resembling in their powder blue 
t-shirts, orchids drifting on the afterglow. 

ALl of the girls except Kippy eventually flopped into the 
bleachers next to the track. She instead ran faster and faster, in 
her mind catching her father as the towers folded slowly inward, 
then collapsed around them. 

And then riding home with him in the hurtingly silver Acela 


train, clutching her own silver purse. 
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Tree Mann, shot-putter from Grambling University and Rick 
Rundgren, a Swarthmore student, both assisting at the camp, had 
stopped their mock boxing match to watch Kippy blankly. But after 
they heard her gasping, Tree strode in the opposite direction on 
the track--the girls in the bleachers applauding as he passed--in 
a moment halting directly in front of Kippy’s rush. She hit him 
with full force which, large as he was, still staggered him. 

Then, sliding down in his arms, retching. 

Tree withdrew when the girls sped to her as she sat 
on the track. Their pale shirts phosphorescent remnants in a 
pocket of expiring light, they surrounded Kippy. 

And through all, no sound escaped to Tree and Rick, who had 
started wrestling. “Hey, what’re trying to do?” Tree shouted. 
“Get it up my ass, like our heroes did in Iraq.” 

They jumped up and brushed off. “Now what in the hell is 
that?” wondered Tree, at an angle to Rick like a misplaced 
chessman. “The girls I mean? Their mouths are moving—it ain’t so 
dark you can’t see that--but you don’t hear their crazy-ass 
chatter, nohow. Weird! No..wind of any kind. Some sort of creepy 
shit!” 

“Zone of Silence,” dramatically enunciated Rick. “Like Mount 


St Helens’ eruption. You didn't hear any explosion because the air 
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traveled too fast. Saw it, though. Like we see them. Here and 
now, I’d guess something in meteorology or magic, hey?” 

“Don’t know what it is, but makes my skin go the other way! 
Jesus!” The girls became even more animated, their mouths one 
glowing purple blur. 

“Zone of Silence, all right. This is a rare moment. 

It’s science, and yet in a way it goes back to my people in 
Northern Europe, and yours in Africa. In both primordial mists.” 
Tree had put on an ox-like face, its attenuated parody 

mocking Rick’s history lesson. “You’re so completely full of 
shit!” he finally burst, voice a dull ring that drew a glowering 
frown from Dr Jill Lankow, tending the charcoal grill, her 
forehead red and drenched with sweat. 

“Would you guys just quit your usual ass-ing around? 


Gather up the girls and let’s eat!” 
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JA 


WS 


JA 


WS 


JA 


WS 


JA 


WS 


JA 


WS 


JA 


WS 


Jerome Austeck of Newsweek interviews William Sparklehorse. 


“The canyon is guarded by a gnarly, humpbacked cactus which 
resembles, at sunset, an old soldier limping back to the 
encampment.” How’s that? 

Language. 

WeLlL..just a draft. Anyway, sidebar stuff my editor will 
probably toss. Story’s about gambling. But, you never know. 
Okay, so, White Ghost Canyon! 

No Name Canyon. 


Hmmm. Every time I swing the hammer, you move the nail. 
Do you understand what I mean by that? 


Of course. 

Please. Do step inside my canyon! Rumor is that a female 
Spirit swoops around in here blubbering about her dead 
boyfriend. 


Some say. 


Expand on an answer anytime, Mr Sparklehorse! Are there other 


Spirits in here? 
Of course. 


And are they all running around seeking lost sweeties? 
There must be collisions! 


(Laughs) Most just say their names. Everywhere. 
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JA Hey! The world’s already bedlam! Do you hear any names now? 
WS Many. 
JA From everywhere or just the canyon? 


WS I don’t know. Spirits touch. These..something to do with 


Verna, I guess. Or will. Or probably not. 


JAA Surely some names from that Indian clarity? 
WS Sounds like Doc, and... 
JA Hope he can cure chilblains. I’m shivering! With 


something else shriveling! 


WS funny name, Coffee. 


JA Stop right there! I need about a steaming gallon!--one tenth 
of your cowboy hat, no? One minute your bones melt 


around here, and the other... 


Ts) I’tl take you back to the Casino. We have Starbucks. 
An iridescent wheel of crows swoops down on them. 


JA Jesus! What the hell does that mean? 


WS Crow? He do it his way. 
JA You make it up as you go along, right, William? 
WS I don’t know. Sometimes, and it comes true. 


Sometimes it’s bullshit. Sometimes I see so so clear it...! 


JA Whatever. 


25-Searching for Mickey 


In the last of twilight, a sedan jounces over a wet 
blacktop flanked by pines. Its headlights project a weak yellow 
cone which leaps and plunges, hammered at the edges by black 
tree trunks. 

The car plows uphill through bushes and piles of brush, 
twigs snapping and screeching—the screeching echoing even after 
a pile of lumber and brush bangs out both headlights and the car 
stops. The rear wheels spin to whining purple blurs, flinging 
black fragments of bark which float slowly down into the smoke 
from the tires. 

The driver is barely visible over the broken branches piled 
up on the windshield. He rests his head on the steering wheel 
for a few seconds, then suddenly flings open his door and 
stumbles out. Almost immediately he is running though the icy 


ruts of the road, his panting and wheezing nearly in the same 
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register as the still-squealing tires. He turns off the road by 
leaping a ditch, knees buckling, his whole body slowly sinking. 

But he recovers, gasping, rushing towards a widening gray- 
black snowfield which climbs up to a thick belt of frosty 
conifers. 

The running spreads his body, throwing his leg and arms 
wide, and he skids and then collapses just before he reaches the 
inner forest, stopping abruptly to sink, his shirt a white- 
purple smudge against the afterglow. 

Another person materializes, a small man fussing with a 
pipe, which he finally tamps down and then lights, the flareup 
revealing his tiny face, laughing and grooved and quizzical. 

In his red and black checked shirt he resembles a child in 
oversized clothes. 

“So? I think you Mickey daddy! Almost get here, hey Mickey 
daddy? I don’t know big hurry, but you get here almost, hey?” 
He chuckles and puffs, he splotch of fire in the bowl of the 
pipe flaring, the car ticking away, branches screaming on its 
hood when the rear swings slightly and the tires whine even 
more, the car still in gear. When the small man extends his 
hand, Sarge collapses again. 


He comes to wrapped in ragged quilts on a cot by a keg 
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stove, a red hot patch near the pipe holding a blue enamel 
coffee pot “Hey, you okay? I open door. Like fuckin Miami 
Beach! The small man kicks the door open further. “Goddamn! 
There! 

Frenchy breathe. But, maybe you still cold?” And he snatches a 
huge overcoat from a wooden peg and throws it over Sarge. “Here! 
That Canadian army . Hey! You big like fuckin bear! But this 
coat got no those things on sleeve, you know? How you say?” 

“Stripes.” 

“Yeah, I tell you, you fuckin private now, little private 
in wrong army I think so.” 

Sarge blinks in surprise that his voice comes out so thick 
in the overheated air: “I’ve been..worse screw-ups. And I’m not 
dead.” 

“Not unless hell have lot of beer.” A tiny network of red 
and blue veins flickered around Frenchy’s gray eyes. 

Sarge raised himself on an elbow, fell back. “God, what 
now?” 

“We worry after steak and potato and fuckin dozen brew.” 

“No objection. Thanks. Say? How the hell you carry me?” 

“Hey Mickey Daddy, I most of time like at fuckin moose I 


shoot, then..how you say?” Frenchy mimed tugging, in front of 
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newspapers and Playboy Centerfolds tacked up behind him on the 
cabin wall. 

“Dragged me? You’re stronger than you look.” 

“Hey I live here with fuckin bear, fuckin moose. I get 
strong like them. And snow make more easy the drag.” 

“Well thanks again. You should’ve let me die.” 

“Yeah, but instead I think Frenchy throw steak on pan.” 

Sarge shrugs under the covers. “Good! Almost dying makes 
you goddamn fuckin hungry. Thirsty too. This is about fifth time 
I almost bought it, but it’s first time without no help from any 
fuckin Kraut or Jap or Gook.” 

Frenchy, bemused, tosses pinches of salt into a huge frying 
pan, but finally lifting his small eyes to Sarge. “This time 
help from fuckin Canuck, hey? I know someday you come see 
Frenchy, Sarge. I know long time about you. I talk many time, 
Mickey. Saint Mickey I think so! And even other son Jack too, I 
talk. Fuckin Jack! He so full of shit!” 

“My two sons. Good boys, but different.” Sarge is sitting 
up on the cot, the old overcoat sliding to the floor, and 
Frenchy kicking it under the cot to get it away from the stove. 
Sarge is shaking his head. “I wasn’t coming to see you or 


anybody else. That’s the fuckin weird part of it. When..when Jack 
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wasn’t in his cabin, or in town, I just went nuts. All of my 
fuckin life adding up to minus zero in a bad movie, where all 
the lousy scenes jump in and out in seconds! I thought I was 
high-tailing out to the states when the road just ended. Ended!” 

“Hey this fuckin woods! Not fuckin States!” 

“Anyway, that’s when something..went in me. Clicked off. If 
I could’ve gotten that car out of that pile out there, I’d run 
into the next tree at 75 miles an hour. Ah what the hell, 
they’re all too little anyway. Couldn’t kill me, unfortunately.” 

Frenchy lights two Rothschilds and gives one to Sarge. 
“Thanks. And when I knew I was stuck in that pile of crap. Then... 
well I thought I would run and run and run. Just run till I just 
dropped and died. Crazy, I guess.” 

“Hey I go crazy fifty time fuckin year!” Frenchy bangs the 
skillet down on the small stove and nudges the blue Coffee pot 
until it hangs over the edge. 

Sarge grips his knees and rocks slightly. “I went though 
hell up here before with Mickey, trying to get him to come home 
to his mother. And then I hear he’s dead. And then they can’t 
find his body..and they can’t find his body. Christ! Tricky 
currents in the lake, or some horseshit.” 


Exhibiting a huge steak to Sarge, Frenchy comments, 
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“Oh yeah? She like old wife to me, that lake. I know her tricks 
you bet your...” He throws the steak on the pan and it smokes and 
Sizzles: “..ass!” 

“And then it’s Jack up here. My other son! And I’ve gotta 
go through the same shit again! For their mother! Bring them 
home! And the lectures from both! I never did a fucking thing 
right, I guess. Both Mickey and Jack preaching to me. Jesus 
Christ, Frenchy. I’m just a simple soldier!” 

Frenchy shakes the long handle of the fry pan vigorously, 
his small body vibrating. “I just got daughter, Sarge, and she 
talk me worse than that! Your Jack..he got tricks too, I think 
so.” 

He goes out the open door with Sarge calling after him, 

“T just want Mickey home, his body, for his mother.” 

Frenchy returns with two already popped-open beers. “you 
Know, Sarge, I see your headlights two..mile ago and I start 
walk. French, he know old woodpile stop you. You know, car still 
run down dere? Tick, tick, tick. I guess heat over pretty quick 
and shut up.” 

Sarge is staring at the beer can. “I don’t know what 


happened to Jack. Disappeared. Said he had to pray.” 


“Shit! He pray, shit.” Frenchy is pouring half his beer 
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over the steak, the ensuing clouds of steam obscuring him except 
for a red smudge of hunting shirt. “That sonabitch! I know where 
he go pray, you bet your ass. He go early morning for see other 
empty head in woods. They pray, but take off first the pants!” 
The steam thins and Sarge can see Frenchy pointing to his own 
head and Laughing at his joke. 

“Someone in the woods?” 

“Yeah they pray together, those two. Jack very—how you say? 
—religion man. Hah! Your Jack he not like Mickey? He bullshit!” 

Sarge drinks absently, then the comment registers. 

“No, that’s for sure. But who is this...? 

“Is saint, Mickey. From inside come everything I swear to 
Christ. Like fuckin light! You know what I mean, Sarge? English 
hard work!” 

“Hard to see him that way when you wiped his little ass.” 

“And I tell you other thing, Sarge. I see the day he..I show 
you tomorrow. Down there and Mickey’s boat there. I see from 
up here. Like all clouds..boil and wind swing and trees, they..go 
wrong way in bad wind. And all black and air go..suck! 

“Lake fuckin ocean with big fucker waves! And I see 
Mickey’s boat and it go...” quickly turning over his hand, red 


from the heat of the stove “over! Little boat go down real fast. 
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I yell, by Christ I yell! But nobody down there! But then 
Russell, he got cabin cruiser with big goddamn Volvo engines and 
he get that big fucker out there and look. But, no Mickey, no 
boat. Nothing, Sarge. Nothing.” 

“No Mickey.” Sarge has slumped forward, his hand to his 
forehead.” 

While jabbing the steak with a rusted fork, French yells 
over its spurting, “Hey, Sarge! Frenchy find Mickey. 

Not tomorrow. Next day after. Goddamn scuba guys from city come 
three times, five, I don’t know. They don’t know shit. 

You and me find. Lots of storms after Mickey, he, I don’t know 
you say. Go way down water.” 

“Drowned.” The word stops them a minute. The steak pops. 

Now, Frenchy blinks, whispering “Okay, you catch one boy. 
To Mama back. Other one too crazy for love.” 

What flashes to Sarge’s mind once again: brightly colored 
boxes and tipped-over bottles. She stares at the phone banging 
against the just-washed tiles of that kitchen. “Vi?” His own 
shattered, groping voice. 

“Colors to smash your eyes out!” whispers Sarge. 

“Some she make pretty, my girl, but, anyways, Frenchy, he 
know where he look in lake and don’t need no fuckin flipper on 
foots! Or fuckin airtank neither. Hey Sarge!” and he rummages in 
a corner, throwing off copies of Hockey News until he comes up 


with a pile of boards, paintings managing to be both raw and 
overdelicate. 
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“You like picture. I got whole shitload. Flowers. My 
daughter make. I give you!” 

“I’1LlL take one when I go. I think Jack got one on his 
wall.” And he could see the painted bee, large as a baby’s fist. 
Frenchy held one up, a smear of pansies with the requisite bee. 
“Nice, I’1ll take that one. It’s too bad about Mickey! He was a 
beautiful painter but stopped when he came up here.” 

“My daughter, she does this shit. Maybe I think so, big 
fuckin bee bite her ass one time!” Frenchy sprinkles beer on the 
steaks, then slaps his head. “She got no brains neither, Sarge. 
That’s why she marry your Jack next year. I got all fixed. 

They have honeymoon now, in woods. Frenchy dumb but dumb like 
fox, you know, Sarge?” 

“I certainly do.” 

“Two papas huh? How you say, in the laws?” 

“Fathers-in-law.” Sarge looks for a handhold on the cot to 
push himself up. “I should get down to that car.” 

“Hey fuck the car! I walk tomorrow inn, phone them take 


that piece of shit away. JI know asshole Roger rents cars. 

He look like girl, Sarge, and got cock down by knee. I no 

shit you. And talk like girl and walk like girl! Why God waste 
Like that? He fold four time get in pants, Sarge. I shit you 
not. 


“But break his fuckin head one time. Frenchy, he come back 
from hunting, and wife—you know Frenchy’s wife, Louise? Own 
inn?” 

“Yes, of course. Louise.” 

“She goddamn strong woman. Like bear. Like Sarge. But this 
time she cry and cry. Marie, she bring home Roger and live with 
him in room like fuckin tourist! For two night. And this big 
strong Mama she don’t know what to do! So she cry and cry. This 
big strong Mama she don’t know..so she cry. Jesus Christ!” 

“I think you knew what to do.” 

“Bet your ass, Sarge. I get pool stick from Alan, postman, 
before he..push at shot, and I get in there, room, this fuckin 
Roger in Bikini under..thing and I say, “You fuck my daughter I 
break your fuckin head. And smash him good one, Sarge, on head, 
in middle fuckin girl’s hair. He..blink blink blink and scream 
and jump like fuckin frog. And then he jump out widow and run 
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and jump in lake. Frenchy too, but hit more before lake too. And 
my big boots get with water and I keep hit that sonabitch till 
my boot get more fill up water, and Frenchy almost drownded. 
Excuse Frenchy for say word, Sarge.” 

Frenchy hit himself in the head with a stick of firewood. 
"Me thick, hey Sarge? Anyway he swim, that bastard Roger, to 
Sisters’ Island, long fuckin way. I show you where he swim, long 
fuckin way. Not tomorrow but next day. We take easy, Sarge, 
drink beer. You rest, Frenchy catch fish. Hey you laugh! Just 
Like stupid movie in French and English, huh, me and fuckin 
Roger? Biggest dick in Canada—that’s where I should hit, not 
head. After, I Laugh too, but not Louise. Then, Frenchy live out 
here in the woods. And I forget tell you, Sarge, Marie, she 
scream out window..I’m whacking asshole Roger. Never she want see 
papa no more after ‘uncivilized performance.’ My little Marie I 
wipe her snot a lot times you bet ass. Well, she go woods and 
make picture after, so people in village no laugh at her. Louise 
stay at inn and nobody want Frenchy. 

“Hey what fuck care? I got plenty food, beer. Radio for 
hockey game and Metropolitan opera. Frenchy, he no-singing but 
love fuckin opera, Sarge. So not all time animal-man! Frenchy no 
live without opera! Hey Marie, she get all fuckin shithead 
ideas. 

She go college. Keene State in New Hampshire. Frenchy family all 
mix, French, Canadian, American. Louise, she fuckin maniac 

from Maine. And Marie, no more my daughter she say. I tell you 
already, she make little flower picture, most time not garden...?” 

“Wildflowers?” 

“Yeah, her and your Jack in woods. Wildflowers I think so! 
Both. But shut up, Frenchy! He say everything five time, 

I think so!” 

“No. Please.” Sarge leans forward on thc cot, rubbing his 
knees. “Keeps me from getting even more depressed.” 

“Okay. So when I see Jack first I say hah! I walk hour to 
get whole bunch picture. Marie, she hit and hit Frenchy, but I 
get anyway. I get your Jack in here and let him pick. He take 
just one, even bigger fuckin bee than I show you, like 
baseball! I tell you, Sarge, that fucker sting your dick you 
scream 
one week! But next day he walk out see Marie. Next year Sarge 
come back for wedding of empty heads!” 

“It'd be my third trip!,” sighs Sarge, “But a pleasant one 
at last.” 

“So Sarge, drink beer and eat and don’t get no heart 
attack. We be like your Jack. No worry and talk shit all day. 
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You know, he chop wood for me. He chop nothing, Frenchy swear to 
Christ. I say Jack just cut the fuckin wood! And let Jesus take 
the break! But I give him two case beer and shitload wood. I 
think I cook this here steak more, thick mother!” 

“Yeah him and Jesus gotta do it together!” 

“T think you make up holy things about work in the states 
“cause you all the time get fucked there. We don’t put up with 
that shit up here, Sarge. We got lakes, we got fish, you want 
meat, go shoot. We work in factory here and they pull shit like 
in the states, we throw fuckin wrench into big machine. Maybe 
five guys same time. I mean five wrench. Each one do. Accident. 
Hey, Frenchy go to town for working and boss is prick, it’s au 
revoir. You come live here Sarge! We don’t put up with shit like 
in States. 

“Land of the free, The U. S., Frenchy. Maybe your eyesight 
a bit off?” 


“For rich guy, maybe I think so. He free to tell you how 
far 


up ass you get it. Land of fucked I think so. Sorry, Sarge. But 
never mind Frenchy. His mama say he borned, and mouth come out 
first.” 


“Well anyway, I thank you. Jack needs all the help he can 
get. But..ten years from now he’1l be a different guy, I think. 
I hope.” 

“Hey, my Marie help, you bet your ass! First thing she help 
from pants, him. My Marie, she one goddamn woman I tell you.” 

“She sounds it. They can do what they’re gonna and bullshit 
each other’s ears off. You know, though, I do have to get to the 
Inn, phone his mother.” 
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“Hey you stay here for get better! Your two boys my friend, 
you my friend. I don’t give shit for nothing, Sarge! You get too 
crazy, I find crazy women in village.” 

Sarge leans back to let his shoulders and head touch the 
cabin wall. “I don’t think I could crank up for that!” 

“Good! ‘cause I tell you, Sarge, you start that shit and 
they come out here and bang on door. I don’t want that shit 
neither.” 

“Christ! Tried to kill myself a hour or so ago and now I’m 
sitting here, snug and drinking beer, even vaguely considering 
wild Canadian women.” 

“I tell you, Sarge, you go look at fuckin sky! You do that! 
Look at trees! Look at stars! Sonabitch! And smell! For 
Chrissakes, you smell it Sarge! You can smell inside here, 
little, even. You look every fuckin place out there. Big!” 

“I have a chord inside of me for that. I really do.” 

“Hey! Fuck woman, eat fish, laugh at bullshit story, shoot 
deer. What the fuck you want, Sarge? I kill myself, fuckin 
cigarettes. I take pipe for stop, and more cigarettes smoke. 

Who the fuck understand nothin? So you shit up life, Sarge? Fuck 
it! Frenchy fuck up more than you are. Life ain’t that kind of 
shit anyways. Sarge..I know my English language aint so hot...” 

“No no no! Not why I’m laughing.” 

“I ain’t no smart guy, but smart enough, you know?” 

“You know, Frenchy. The..way I felt back there at the car, 
like some raw fuckin thing ripped up right through me I’1l never 
understand.” 

“Hey you understand fuckin enough! Assholes tell you no, 
but they’re full shit!” 


In the small cedar rowboat, Sarge rowing, the oars flashing 
up above the mist and then down to disappear. Sarge wears the 
heavy Canadian overcoat while Frenchy plays out an improvised 
drag line which bumps a rusty juice can full of bolts and nails 
along the bottom of the lake. He pulls on a cigarette, its smoke 
clinging to a sleeveless sweatshirt UCLA ATHLETIC DEPT. 

And thus they glide over the mist-pocketed lake, the rope 
creasing it. Frenchy staring at that silky crease until the rope 
hops, and Sarge winces. 

“Frenchy, he take look little bit,” he whispering, tossing 
his cigarette into the water, its singe. Jumps in feet first, 
the stern of the tiny boat bobbing up and down long after the 
sound of his splash dies. 
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The rope sways, throwing off clouds of water, and sweeping 
the surface almost clean of mist. As Frenchy follows it down, 
Sarge loses sight of him. 

After a few moments a patch of mist to Sarge’s right hurls 
upward, followed by curved planes of icy green water and then 
the arched back of the bass. Then the white explosion as it 
leaps from the water. “Jesus!” bursts from Sarge. 

Frenchy pops up behind the boat, his voice echoing back 
from huge rocks on the island they’re drifting past. “I stop his 
sleep, Mr Bass Fish!” He swims a few feet to rest his elbow on 
the stern, his lips blue and trembling. “Is down there old 
tires, Nineteen Thirty Eight I think so. But we find Mickey.. 
maybe I see something..little bit. I see long way. We find soon. 
And Frenchy, he cry like baby. I warn..Sarge. Frenchy he got no 
shame! Not like fuckin American, excuse please Sarge.” He pushes 
the boat and Sarge rows more slowly. 

“Funny, I’m not thinking of Mickey now. When that fish 
jumped out of there it scared the shit out of me, but it forced 
me to look around more. Christ it’s so gorgeous! And all those 
pine smells! Just so completely beautiful.” 

“That’s what I tell you already I think so. And nobody tip 
Monsieur Undertaker neither! So make life! Make fuckin life! 

No bullshit!” Frenchy looks past Sarge’s bulky shoulder to check 
the approach to Sisters’ Island. When they get close enough to 
see the green-black of tree trunks under the frost, Frenchy 
tells Sarge to stop rowing. “Is near I think so. I think before 
I maybe see..shirt. From long way, so maybe yes, maybe no.” 

“I’ve never seen water this clear!” 

“Everybody like clear, but then she make fuckin cold! 

Jesus Christ!” Then the trembling Frenchy closes his eyes as if 
counting. After a few seconds he slides under. Pops up further 
behind the boat, shakes his head and dives down once more, this 
time noisily. After a minute or two he appears to Sarge’s left. 
“I come up,” he pants, “like old bass, huh Sarge? Like old 
bastard! You pull in line. Frenchy no need no more.” 

Sarge complies in a measured way, the shadow of Frenchy 
flowing below as the heavy, streaming can finally swings into 
the side of the boat, its thumps echoing. Somewhere birds rise 
at the noise, their windbeats trailing off. Sarge stows the 
heavy can under a seat. 

And after, near silence with the tiny sounds of the water 
Lapping against the boat as Sarge gently rows, the overlapping 
cries of distant loons, when Frenchy explodes upward some twenty 
feet in front of the boat, gasps and bobs. 

Holds up a bluish hand for Sarge to stop rowing. 
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And some five miles to the north, with the sun weakly 
brushing a clearing, an angular brunette in a long white dress 
sketches the outline of a coxcomb in red-purple pencil. 

Beside her a young man holds other colored pencils between his 
fingers. She ask for one and he hands her a dowel. She throws it 
at his face. He pretends to cry. They giggle. Kiss, bare feet 
mingling in the cold earth. 


Frenchy is waving his arms, slapping the water, the wet 
firs floating up from the shrouded island behind him. “All 
right, Mickey Daddy. All right, Mickey Sergeant Daddy!” 


Frenchy rows, shaking and crying, the sweatshirt a 
black skin. Sarge has placed his overcoat over the body, his 
t-shirt startling white, his arms red. He falls down over the 
coat, spread fingers pressing into its blanket-like cloth, and 
hums in a strident, keening way, the diffuse yellow light 
running across his back. 

Hums as though vibrations expressed from out of him would 
spread through Mickey and down through that lake, past its 
bottom rills, to the earth’s core itself and back into his 
radiating fingers. 

As if exists a reservoir of pain waiting to be touched to 
resonance. 

Frenchy has stopped rowing and bangs the water with his 
fists on either side of the boat. “Goddamn Mickey! Goddamn 
fuckin Mickey! Sonabitch bastard!” His small gray eyes are thick 
with tears and he trembles convulsively. Sarge still hums, his 
fingers down into the coat. “You get..you take..you you you take 
easy, Sarge.” 

Sarge lifts his head to say, “Thanks, Frenchy, should 
be me.” Stops humming. Thrusts his head into the fabric. 

“I Love Mickey, Daddy Sarge! I love fuckin Mickey. Asshole! 
Why he good? Goddamn!” 

And as Frenchy throws both dripping hands to his face, 
their slaps echoing over the flat lake, Sarge leans back, grasps 
his knees. Rocking. His face the pale buttery color of the light 
as Frenchy sobs more fitfully. 

Sarge in a reedy whisper, “I wish..brought..flag.” 

“Why for? What fuckin flag, Sarge?”--Frenchy struggling 
for breath. “Is flag for God? God have flag? Mickey, he whole 
fuckin world!” 

The lake drifts under them, clouds slide above. 

The nearby island inches. 
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A long absence of any sound until Sarge, into this 
mysterious calm whispers “Yes. I see. World.” 
World. 


Coda: Mere Vision. Time, Any 


Like a comic team, Old Priest and William Sparklehorse trip 
on scene carrying bundles of sticks, plus a few of herbs. 

They build a fire in a blackened pit, and very soon thick 
smoke is rising beside a glacial lake. Sunlight plays inside the 
vapors, the impossibly fragile older man moving in snatches of red 
flannel shirt and baggiest jeans. Sparklehorse caters to him with 
comic deference. Vapors from his small cigar wreathe darkly around 
his battered, absurdly tall cowboy hat as he assists. 

Some sit at a picnic bench nearby, pinkish faces with 
features impossible to decipher in the smoke. 

Sparklehorse throws a bundle of herbs on the fire, then 
flees, choking. Finally he wisecracks, “The usual cast of 
characters.” Old Priest jerks even more fitfully in disapproval of 
William’s tone and attitude, but continues to poke the fire, 


keening a soprano chant. 
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Suddenly, a couple detaches from those at the picnic bench. 
Beyond the fog of smoke, they’re dancing an impossibly fast polka, 
brilliant in sunlight, whirling faster and faster as if they’lLl 
never tire. 

In an instant far away, flashing like a bracelet. 

Grown-up Kippy and Doc. And Old Priest chortles, pleased the 
smoky magic works somewhat. Thus is not disturbed when William 
Sparklehorse says, again to no one, “Father and daughter. Very 
pretty.” 

“Yes. Nice.” From invisible Old Priest, as William dodges 
whorls of flaming cinders. 

Now, Verna emerges from that smoke cloud, running past him, 
her nightgown a sail. Old Priest follows as if to pull her back, 
but she rolls over twice and plunges magnificently into the 
startlingly blue lake as a white buffalo. 

“Indian urban legend!” scoffs William, disbelieving his eyes 
for the moment, or unwilling to accord Old Priest his prime 
Spiritual echelon. Or his deceit, perhaps. 

Both get soaked then, the fire out from the tremendous 
splash, too 

“What you get when you play too much with the gods. A couple 
of wet fools for them to laugh at!” William flings his cigar. 


“Fuck!” croaks Old Priest. 


“And isn’t that nice for The Great Spirit to listen to?” 
the drenched Sparklehorse sputters, shaking his dripping cowboy 
hat. A scolding Hardy to Old Priest’s Laurel. 

Maureen’s laugh floats as soft as the rise and fall of the 
red hair she combs by the water’s edge. 

“Who is she?” quizzes William. “I must consult my program,” 
he jokes. 


” 


“Hair,” smiles old priest. “Hers is more lovely than the 
whole world!” 

“Believe that, believe anything. Which we do by watching your 
crazy dreams, Old Priest. Myself, I take a good buck from 
illusion. Well..most of the time it probably is.” Wringing out his 
hat as best he can, given its size. 

Maureen’s hair seems to more softly rise and fall in its pool 
of fluttering sunlight. As if by its own shaping breath. 


n” 


“She hurts my eyes,” complains the old man, shrunk to the 
size of a child under his sopping clothes. 

“Look at you! So small! God! Sure you’re alive? Oh well, 
makes no difference in this crowd. Oh there are live ones. 
They just don’t realize who’s dead. If that makes a difference. It 
doesn’t.” Waving an arm towards the picnic bench. 


Those there are shifting, anxious to be brought to fuller 


life, perhaps. “The herbs got too drenched and bad-smelling. 
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Bad medicine! It’s Verna’s fault! Or white buffalo. Or maybe Old 
Priest‘s tricks!” William yells at them. “So, anyway, next time 
Old Priest dreams The Great Spirit..? Or dreams nonsense!” 

Midway down into the deep lake, the white buffalo plunges 
through darker waters. As it passes a tumbling elephant, tiny Ali 
kicks a ball between. 

In a second they are variously small charms, the ball a dot. 
Forced that distance away by the water’s upthrust violence. 

Those two wet comedic visionaries on land run for their lives 


as the streaming mermaid explodes the Lake. 


Soon, widening her cape of flowers and scales and shells, 


touching its iridescence to the fan of Maureen’s fiery hair. 


Then, terrific vibrations, blinding as the collision of suns. 


In beauty subsuming all. 
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